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Abstract 
 
In a comparison of two novels, Ways of Dying (1995) and Black Diamond (2009), this 
dissertation examines Zakes Mda's ongoing use of fiction in presenting incisive social 
commentary in the post-apartheid literary context. Mda's debut novel is a complex magic 
realist tale of Toloki, the professional mourner, who journeys from the village to the urban 
township. It is markedly different from his post-millennial satire, which invokes the social 
realist form, constructing a rapidly unfolding plot of urban gangsters, crime and sex, in which 
the characters are more representational than well-developed. While Ways of Dying has been 
praised as Mda's thought-provoking novel of the transition, Black Diamond has sometimes 
been criticised as being less able to comment significantly on the state of post-millennial 
South Africa. Subsequently, this dissertation evaluates the potential of Mda's most recent 
fictional portrayal of post-apartheid society to provide a meaningful interpretation of and 
commentary on post-apartheid South Africa, alongside his earlier novel.   
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Introduction: Mda, Storytelling and Social Commentary 
 
If life itself is story-shaped, then the choices presented by story cannot be denied or avoided, as they coincide with the choices of life. 
(Brink, 1998:41) 
 
South African Literature Today 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, prominent debates about what constituted good South 
African literature stemmed from the urgency of the writer to see himself as a political 
activist/artist against apartheid in the seventies and eighties. As the nation found itself in a 
period of transition, likewise, a transition in South African literature and, namely, what 
constituted it, came to the fore. There was a move toward establishing a South African 
literary aesthetic, one cognisant of the unique South African situation, and which upheld a 
form of literature that reflected this context, while still adhering to some commonly agreed 
upon literary standard. With apartheid, the driving force behind previously mostly political 
literature, gradually moving to the side lines, some theorists saw an opportunity, or even 
necessity, for change in the South African literary aesthetic. Subsequently, diverse 
interpretations of what constituted true South African literature derived from a particular 
debate that I believe was often more ideological than literary. Numerous writers and critics
1
 
advocated for literature that went beyond an outraged, superficial response to the evil of 
apartheid, which was inevitably riddled with clichés and overplayed formulae (Mda, 1996:vi-
vii). Additionally, some critics highlighted the inextricable nature of art and politics. André 
Brink, for example, records this truth as being one of the results of apartheid, such that "in 
innumerable ways, the personal was the political" (1998:29-30). 
Then, in the late eighties, Njabulo S. Ndebele wrote of the way in which he hoped South 
African literature would develop. His concern with the journalistic or documentary style that 
South African authors had previously adopted in the name of raising political consciousness 
was that it focused only on outward appearances, making simple connections between events 
in order to exact the most shocking results. It was not concerned with motive or social 
process (1986:39). As such, it tended to “inform without involving the readers in a truly 
                                                          
1
 Mda (1996:vi-vii) uses the examples of Nadine Gordimer, Njabulo Ndebele, Chris van Wyk, John Kani, Ari Sitas and Tyrone August, but 
there are many other examples, such as Miriam Tlali and Ellen Kuzwayo, to name but a few.  
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transforming experience” (1984:24). Ndebele's exhortation to "rediscover the ordinary" in an 
attempt to restore the quality and aesthetic of South African literature does not preclude a 
concern with the writer's responsibility to his readers or society. Rather, he believed that tales 
of the ordinary daily lives of individuals conveyed the most effective political message. His 
proposed solution to informative (not transformative) writing was to be found in the form of 
fictional storytelling, which he called “fruitful occasions for a serious examination of key 
social issues” (1984:11). 
In 2000, Shaun de Waal, then literary editor of The Mail and Guardian, said: 
There seemed to be an expectation that as apartheid collapsed and its legacy faded a new generation of 
young black writers…would emerge in their full glory, spurred on by the new freedoms of a new 
democracy. It was thought that the combination of apartheid censorship and lack of educational 
advantage had held them back, but now their time had come. (cited in Donadio, 2006) 
However, in 2006, The New York Times journalist, Rachel Donadio (who is informed 
primarily by novelist, Niq Mhlongo), argued that, in fact, "the South African literary scene 
remains as fragmented as ever" despite the fact that more books are being published than ever 
before (2006). Writing in 2007, Andrew Foley suggests: "It is worth considering to what 
extent recent South African English literature has explored and illuminated both the changing 
social conditions in the country, as well as the ways in which different individuals and 
communities have responded to this new socio-political reality" (1). Therefore, the question of 
a South African literary aesthetic remains, and it is my suggestion that arguments like those of 
Foley and Donadio fail to escape the old question of the usefulness of South African literature 
in commenting on the state of society, and even issuing a call to social action.  
While previously, Ndebele, Albie Sachs
2
 and their contemporaries criticised South African 
literature for its preoccupation with spectacularly documenting apartheid so as to overcome it, 
now critics can be found to rail against literature that fails to accurately and vigilantly expose 
the injustices of the new dispensation. Donadio, for example, concedes:  
Even with the best intentions, anyone who writes opens himself up to criticism that he’s hewing - or not 
hewing - to a particular political program. White writers who probe the moral confusion of the new 
South Africa are sometimes seen as apologists for the bad old days, while those who don’t are seen as 
too beholden to the romance of the A.N.C… (2006) 
                                                          
2 See, for example, Sachs, A. (1991). 'Preparing Ourselves for Freedom'. In: D. Brown and B. van Dyk, eds. Exchanges: South African 
Writing in Transition. Pietermaritzburg: University of  Natal Press, p.19-29.  
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Similarly, Derek Attridge and Rosemary Jolly, in their introduction to Writing South Africa: 
Literature, Apartheid, and Democracy 1970-1995, express their concern about writers whom 
they believe will be tempted to romanticise the history of South Africa in the new dispensation 
(1998:5). Foley goes as far as to propose that many writers "have deliberately repressed their 
faculties of critical reflection in favour of the demands of party-political solidarity", which he 
believes results in "a vapid and reductive literature that provides scant original thought and 
little real insight into the contemporary problems facing the country" (2007:3). Here, 
ironically, he appears to resurrect the same criticism that was once directed at overtly political 
authors during the sixties and seventies in South Africa. 
Ultimately, the question in my mind is: has South African literature become outmoded in the 
age following apartheid simply because its "usefulness" in social commentary has been 
rendered less obvious? Is the only path left for South African writers to assume the "aesthetic 
position" long espoused by Western liberals, an idea that may not sit well with those who once 
dedicated their artistic output to an arguably more noble cause? The old debate around "art for 
art's sake" is evidently still alive. Foley suggests that he is searching for a form of "practicable 
social analysis" in South African literature today (2007:2). Similarly, it is the argument of this 
dissertation that the role of literature in commenting on the state of South African society has 
certainly not been made redundant in the wake of apartheid. Rather, with reference to the 
novels of Zakes Mda, I argue for the ongoing role of fiction in generating debate around 
pertinent social issues, even in the post-apartheid era. 
I believe Michael Chapman articulates well the root issues undergirding these literary 
debates. Chapman (1998) refers to his extensive critical study of identity politics, and he puts 
forward questions that, I believe, could guide our summation not only of the issue of identity 
in South African literature, but the identity of South African literature itself. He writes: 
Whose language, culture, or story can be said to have authority in South Africa when the end of 
apartheid has raised challenging questions as to what it is to be a South African, what it is to live in a 
new South Africa, whether South Africa is a  nation, and, if so, what is its mythos, what requires to be 
forgotten and what remembered as we scour the past in order to understand the present and seek a path 
forward into an unknown future? (1998:85, emphasis mine) 
Ultimately, Chapman sees storytelling in literary history as "an attempt to capture, reorder, 
and even reinvent a sense of self in society" (1998:86). The questions he poses are quite 
possibly at the heart of issues that extend far beyond the realm of literature in the post-
11 
 
apartheid context, as South Africans grapple with concepts of identity in the new 
dispensation. Nevertheless, this study will limit itself to exploring them within the context of 
the post-apartheid novels of Zakes Mda. Most significantly, Chapman mentions the role of 
the past in understanding the present, in order to forge a path forward. This dynamic will 
continue to play a key role in my construction of this dissertation. 
 
Zakes Mda 
Son of the prolific ANC leader, Ashby Peter Mda, the likewise politically-minded Zakes Mda 
emerged in the latter part of his high school years as an artist, musician and poet, later 
securing his role firmly in literature as a playwright during the struggle years. With many 
accolades under his belt over two decades, Mda then published his first novel, Ways of Dying 
(1995), immediately after the advent of democracy. The novel, set in the South African 
interregnum, was called Mda's "novel of the transition". Mda has written 10 novels to date, 
establishing himself primarily as a novelist in the decades after apartheid, while producing 
plays now only occasionally. This dissertation will focus on the similarities in content and 
form across Mda's novels, in particular his earliest and most recent fictional portrayals of 
post-apartheid South Africa, Ways of Dying (1995) and Black Diamond (2009), in order to 
reveal the ongoing role of Mda's fiction in commenting on the state of our nation after 
apartheid. 
Once established as a playwright, Mda addressed the role of art in society, saying:  
I do not believe that art necessarily distracts from social relevance. I also do not see how social 
relevance makes a work inartistic…The role that I hope to play is as an artist, and the role I hope my 
work plays is that of social commentator and social commentary. I am against art for art's sake - in 
African aesthetics that is a strange concept because the artist was actually a social commentator. 
However, I do not want my work to act as social comment only…I want…a vehicle for a critical 
analysis of our situation. I want it to rally people to action. (Holloway, 1988:1) 
While Mda's early plays were plainly political, his taking up the form of the novel was 
indicative of the "symbiotic relationship between the artist and society", the idea that "the 
work of any artist is a response to his/her world and the changes it undergoes" (Bell and 
Jacobs, 2009:3). In his 2001 Steve Biko Memorial Lecture, Mda suggests that the arts today 
can be used in order to create community dialogue about relevant social issues, particularly in 
critiquing the current dispensation and, most importantly, mobilising change at an individual, 
12 
 
and then community, level. Such statements convey his "conviction that his writing cannot be 
separated from his commitment to building community" (Fincham, 2011:xiii). As such, I 
shall demonstrate the way in which Mda's novels tackle "the difficulties of transitions: 
bourgeois decadence and the abandonment of revolutionary principles, social and economic 
injustice, the many dark shadows of political freedom" so that "Mda's social critiques 
are…told…through the seemingly incongruous lives of fairly ordinary South Africans - 
characters who are not subsumed by politics and who don't afford neat lessons on social 
reality" (Austen, 2005:87-88). 
While some South African novelists, such as Nadine Gordimer, Sipho Sepamla, Zoë Wicomb 
and Mandla Langa have, in recent years, been accused of holding a rose-tinted view of the 
post-apartheid reality, even to the point of party favouritism
3
, I aim to show that Mda uses his 
novels to "create community dialogue on issues that concerned [him] most" (Mda, 2001). I 
believe this addresses concerns, such as those of critics like Foley (2007:2), that the 
dismantling of apartheid has left a hole in South African literature. In a similar vein, 
Donadio's argument that the South African literary scene is "as fragmented as ever" is rooted 
in her belief that many books being published now fail to create "national conversation" 
because of South Africa's transition from a "resistance culture" to a "consumer culture" 
(2006). My rebuttal to criticisms like that of De Waal, Foley and Donadio is that Mda, for one, 
provides an example of a novelist who has not drifted into the realm of pure consumerist 
literature. For Mda, "resistance culture", as Donadio calls it, is living and active in his 
literature. Indeed, Foley praises Mda as a writer who is able to "fuse the personal with the 
political, and thus to demonstrate how the nuances and textures of the individual life in the 
new South Africa continue to be inextricably bound up with the wider conditions obtaining in 
the society as a whole" (2007:6). He (Mda) does this as he emphasises the importance of 
"unsparing revelation of the contradictions and ambiguities of the new South Africa, as well 
as…exploration of the possibilities for reconcilement in a normalising society" (2007:7). 
Likewise, Gail Fincham articulates Mda's place in the South African literary scene as being 
one that engages with the "cultural, historical and social complexities of the 'new' South 
Africa…He investigates the roles of history, community and memory in reforging a new 
national identity. His novels thus contribute to the many debates around nation-building, 
                                                          
3 Foley, for example, criticises writers like Sipho Sepamla, who he believes addresses the state of our nation with mere superficiality, or Zoë 
Wicomb and Mandla Langa, whose critique of the "new" South African society he calls "the mildest and most inoffensive kind" (2007:4). 
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memory and reconciliation since 1994, and the way these influence the construction of 
narrative" (2011:xiv). 
I shall establish, then, that present in Mda's literature is a commentary on some of the 
difficulties facing post-apartheid society, not merely as theoretical concepts, but within the 
reality that these occur in the context of people's lives. This project will go on to emphasise 
the role of human connection in fiction and social commentary. So, it is helpful to remember 
that "we do not live in a sort of a vacuum, within which individuals and things can be located, 
or that may take on so many different fleeting colours, but in a set of relationships that define 
positions which cannot be equated or in any way superimposed" (Foucault, 1997:2). This, 
coupled with Mda's "faithfulness to history and authenticity" (Bell and Jacobs, 2009:5), 
means that the post-apartheid struggles portrayed in his fiction become more credible as, in 
turn perhaps, do their suggested solutions. Ultimately, what emerges is Mda's ability to use 
fiction in an affecting and mobilising way. Thengani Ngwenya comments in this regard: 
In his novels, Mda has shown how well-known historical and cultural events can be critically and 
creatively re-evaluated and re-presented in the form of engaging narratives that have an inherent appeal 
as stories as opposed to dour historical accounts…More than anything else, Mda's fiction constantly 
alerts readers to the centrality of stories in our lives as human beings…It is Mda's singular gift as a 
 creator and interpreter of stories to keep bridging the malleable frontiers between narrative fiction and 
history in novel after novel. (2009:7) 
Much like his theatre of resistance in the seventies and eighties, Mda's post-apartheid novels 
address themselves "directly to the oppressed, with the view of mobilising the oppressed to 
fight against oppression", also agitating for "action on the part of the oppressed to change 
their own situation" (Mda, 2001). This didactic slant, which was the focus of Mda's plays, 
continues in his novels, as this study of storytelling and social commentary will reveal. In the 
post-apartheid context in which Mda's novels are set, the "fight against oppression" appears 
less often as a fight against mass political entities, and most often as an internal struggle to 
establish identity, purpose and belonging in a society that in many ways is still in transition, 
burdened by the legacy of apartheid. It could be said that my interest in this project derives 
from what Sam Durant calls the "transformative potential" of post-apartheid literature for us 
as citizens of the "new" South Africa: 
Post-apartheid literature might be described as exemplary postcolonial literature not simply in the 
chronological sense of literature written after the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990 or the democratic 
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elections of 1994 but in its transformative potential, its ability to grapple with legacies of oppression 
and imagine new states of being and even new beings of the state. (2005:441, emphasis mine) 
Mda's literature, in its commentary on the struggles of post-apartheid society, and its 
suggested solutions, may have the potential to evoke real societal change. Ultimately, though, 
the validity of these solutions will not be assessed within the scope of this project, given that 
it requires the enquiry of sociological or anthropological studies to gain real credibility. As an 
African author, Mda, like Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka and Ngugi wa Thiong’o, engages 
with the colonial, postcolonial and also neo-colonial history of his country, while drawing on 
Western and indigenous literary traditions. He has also established himself as a cultural 
theorist and activist, writing from exile, as well as from within his country (Bell and Jacobs, 
2009:1). David Bell and Johan Jacobs comment also on Mda's insider's depiction of history, 
and the imagination and self-reflexivity of his fiction, as he examines the lives of ordinary 
people. In these ways, he has established himself as a post-apartheid novelist alongside his 
contemporaries, such as Nadine Gordimer, André P. Brink, Njabulo S. Ndebele, J.M. 
Coetzee, Ivan Vladislavic, Etienne van Heerden and Antjie Krog (2009:2). 
 
Storytelling and Social Commentary 
My fascination with the topic of storytelling and social commentary is perhaps best 
summarised by the epigraph at the start of this dissertation: "If life itself is story-shaped, then 
the choices presented by story cannot be denied or avoided, as they coincide with the choices 
of life" (Brink, 1998:41). The role of storytelling in society is an important and affective one. 
This is because, even in its imagining, there is present a recognisable element of reality, 
which affects and shapes the reader. There is, to my mind, an inevitable relationship between 
fiction and real life whereby fiction opens us, as readers, up to confronting issues which may, 
in reality, be overwhelming, uncomfortable, unpalatable, misunderstood, or simply beyond 
comprehension.  
It may be helpful to define storytelling within the context of this project. In its broadest sense, 
the term may simply be used to refer to fiction, but I do have in mind a more specific 
understanding of the term, particularly in the South African context, and as it pertains to 
social commentary. Perhaps one of the most widely known studies of storytelling is that of 
Walter Benjamin, in his essay, "The Storyteller: Reflections on the Work of Nikolai Leskov" 
15 
 
(1936), whose concept of the term relates quite closely to African oral forms of storytelling. 
Benjamin’s definition originates within the culture of orality, and defines stories as 
combining experiences of faraway places with the lore of the past, as the storyteller draws on 
his own experience, or that reported by others, and proceeds to make it the experience of his 
listeners (1936:362-4). He describes a great storyteller as being “rooted in the people, 
primarily in a milieu of craftsmen”, exploring the myriad gradations in the experiences of the 
rural, maritime and urban in their various stages of economic and technical development 
(1936:373). Furthermore, great stories are thought to be orientated around practical interests, 
with the storyteller acting as a type of counsellor: “it [the story] contains, openly or covertly, 
something useful. The usefulness may, in one case, consist in a moral; in another, in some 
practical advice; in a third, in a proverb or maxim. In every case the storyteller is a man who 
has counsel for his readers” (1936:364, emphasis mine). The insights revealed in this essay 
went on to influence the definitions of storytelling put forth by South African literary critics 
such as Mike Kirkwood
4
, Michael Vaughan
5
 and Njabulo S. Ndebele
6
, thus translating the 
relevance of Benjamin's study into the South African literary context. In summary, for these 
South African theorists, the tradition of storytelling has roots in orature, combining the lore of 
the past with the storyteller's personal experiences of other places and things. It portrays the 
plight of the ordinary person, presenting communal experience and providing some useful 
counsel for the audience, sometimes by way of a participatory narrator (the friend or sharer of 
experience). At various points in my dissertation, I will make mention of the ways in which 
Mda's fiction displays many of these same attributes, which is his mode of storytelling. There 
is also the argument that minimal authorial intervention facilitates greater entertainment 
value, which invokes greater emotional involvement and imaginative participation. This leads 
the audience toward critical evaluation and, perhaps, action. Similarly, my focus on social 
commentary is bound up with the usefulness of storytelling in its ability not only to highlight 
some of the thorny issues of the post-apartheid reality, but to point to ways of addressing 
them.  
The use of the arts to this end is not a new thing. My argument surrounding storytelling and 
social commentary is thus not unique to Mda's literature. One may look to the fiction of many 
                                                          
4 See Kirkwood's comments on the stories of Mtutuzeli Matshoba in Mzamane, M., ed. (1986). 'Introduction'. In: Hungry Flames and other 
Black South African Short Stories. Essex: Longman, p. ix-xxvi.  
5 See Vaughan, M. (1988). 'Can the Writer Become the Storyteller? A Critique of the Stories of Mtutuzeli Matshoba'. In: A. Oliphant and I. 
Vladislavic, eds. Ten Years of Staffrider. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, p. 310-317. And Vaughan, M. (1990). 'Storytelling and Politics in 
Fiction'. In: Trump, M., ed. Rendering Things Visible: Essays on South African Literary Culture. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, p. 86-204. 
6 See Ndebele, N.S. (2006). 'Turkish Tales and Some Thoughts on South African Fiction' [1984]. In: Rediscovery of the ordinary: essays on 
South African literature and culture. 2nd Ed. Pietermaritzburg: UKZN Press, p. 1-29.  
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other South African authors to see the same dynamic at work. J.M. Coetzee's post-apartheid 
novel, Disgrace (1999), explores the effects of violence, sex, ethics and discrimination in 
postcolonial South Africa. K. Sello Duiker's Thirteen Cents (2000) reveals the emergence of 
new inequalities that are formed according to class divisions after apartheid. In Welcome to 
Our Hillbrow (2001), Phaswane Mpe uses fiction to address the difficulties around 
xenophobia and the AIDS epidemic. These are but a few, very brief, examples. Certainly 
these novels plumb even greater depths than what I've mentioned here, and there are myriad 
other novels that operate in similar ways.  
My choice to focus on Mda's fiction is due to his proven track record as an author who hopes 
to see his fiction comment on the state of society, from his playwriting days up to now. Ways 
of Dying and Black Diamond are by no means his only novels to operate in this way. In fact, 
throughout my dissertation I make brief cross-references to some of Mda's other novels to 
demonstrate this point. Within the scope of this project, it is not possible to give equal 
attention to every one of his novels. I selected Mda's debut novel as a text for analysis, 
because it was important to me to demonstrate the way in which, in his transition from 
playwright to novelist, Mda maintained the didactic slant that was common to his earlier 
plays. Part of my reason for choosing Black Diamond as my other text was, as I have made 
clear, because of the minimal scholarly attention afforded it. I wanted to make clear that, 
despite Mda's marked change in style, social commentary is yet at work in Black Diamond. In 
addition to this, with Black Diamond being Mda's most recent portrayal of post-apartheid 
South African society, it felt logical to cross-reference the similar techniques at work in the 
Mda's other novels between these two bookends.  
This dissertation will thus compare Zakes Mda's interpretation and fictional representation of 
post-apartheid South Africa in his novels, Ways of Dying (1995) and Black Diamond (2009). 
It examines Mda's ongoing use of fiction in presenting incisive social commentary in the 
post-apartheid literary context. More specifically, it evaluates the potential of Mda's most 
recent fictional portrayal of post-apartheid South Africa, Black Diamond, to provide a 
meaningful interpretation of and commentary on post-apartheid South African society in 
comparison to his earliest novel (as well as some of his others, briefly). My use of the term, 
"fiction", refers most generally to Mda's telling of a story. Nevertheless, the unfolding 
chapters reveal that "fiction" amounts more specifically to the author’s engagement with 
subject formation, particularly identity (chapter 1), neo-colonialism (chapter 2), cultural 
hybridity (chapter 3) and setting and space (chapter 4).  
17 
 
 
Ways of Dying (1995) 
Published in 1995, Ways of Dying is well established as a poignant commentary on South 
African society during the period of transition, perhaps even cautionary in its portrayal of the 
likely trajectory of the South African democracy. Richard Samin considered it one of the best 
novels of the decade along with others, such as J.M. Coetzee's Age of Iron, Nadine 
Gordimer's My Son's Story and Mark Behr's The Smell of Apples (2000a:189). Set in an 
unnamed, coastal South African city, the novel sites its action in historic national events 
(Barris, 2009:40), while the unnamed location alludes to the plight of South Africa as a whole 
(Bell, 2009:124). In this fictional city, in the late eighties to early nineties, there is a "war that 
is raging in the land" (Mda, 1995:140); a period of unimaginable hardship and civil unrest. 
Mda explores the complexities and ambiguities of the political transition, which are aptly 
conveyed by Francis Meli when he says: 
Destroying separation is relatively easy. We take over and away with racial laws. But how do we 
destroy inequality? When people have been disadvantaged for 300 years, this must affect their culture, 
their economy, their interests, needs, aspirations and levels of development, education and skills - in 
fact everything. So once we destroy apartheid, there is still inequality. (cited in Twalo, 2009:79) 
Not only does Ways of Dying grapple with such difficulties, but the novel addresses the 
aforementioned aesthetic concerns raised by Ndebele and Sachs, and their contemporaries, 
who called for a move away from the spectacular documentation of apartheid atrocities to a 
"rediscovery of the ordinary" (Ndebele, 1986:50). Similarly, Mda's focus on the individual is 
in keeping with a move to a more postmodern emphasis on petite-histoire rather than grand 
narratives (Hassan, 1987:89). The terms, "modern" and "postmodern", in literature are both 
fraught and overlapping, as Ihab Hassan's study of postmodernism reveals. However, there 
are a number of key differences, such as the aforementioned, which are helpful in delineating 
the emergence of new types of literature. With the ever-evolving post-apartheid context in 
mind, it is most pertinent to note that postmodern literature focuses on process and 
performance, in contrast to modernism's prioritisation of the finished work (1987:89). While 
Mda's work is certainly not apolitical, a blatant political agenda that casts any and all blame 
for South African imperfection at the foot of the white man is set aside. Stereotypical, 
superficial characters of the black victim under the white villain's thumb are done away with. 
While Mda’s text still focuses on national political events, Ways of Dying is underwritten by 
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politics of protest and mobilisation, and - most significantly for me - an ideology of 
development by which such a society might actually be achieved (Barris, 2009:46, emphasis 
mine). What we find in Ways of Dying then is a rather sober - though we cannot venture so 
far as to say objective - assessment of the South African situation during the period of 
transition. Mda is determined not to make light of morally wayward black South Africans' 
responsibility for their actions. This is what M.T. Twalo refers to as Mda's scrutiny of "the 
role of the colonised and the oppressed in delaying their own total liberation" (2009:77). 
Living in the United States - then as a visiting professor at Yale University - Mda took up the 
luxury of novel writing as a black, South African writer in the early 1990s, post-Protest 
Writing literary era. What emerges is a no-nonsense, often blunt, account of black South 
African life. 
 
Black Diamond (2009) 
Published in 2009, Black Diamond is Mda's most recent portrayal of life in post-apartheid 
South Africa, as his subsequent novels to date have all been set abroad, or else in pre-colonial 
Africa. Ways of Dying (1995) is a complex magic realist tale, markedly different from this 
post-millennial satire, which invokes the social realist form, constructing a rapidly unfolding 
plot of urban gangsters, crime and sex, in which the characters are more representational than 
well-developed. Black Diamond can be seen to fall into the movement of what Rita Barnard 
calls “post-transition” literature, which portrays disenchantment with South Africa’s socio-
political reality after 2000. Such literature, says Barnard, can be seen as “assessing the 
character of the rainbow nation”, going as far as testifying to its unravelling (2012:652-3). 
Furthermore, David Johnson comments on the ways we read the history of South African and 
cultural criticism today. "One such trend pivots on a desire to relate literature to the 
political…and a related concern with how South African literature articulates South African 
nationhood" (2012:825). Thus, Black Diamond, too, may be read as articulating something of 
the South African post-millennial political scene, as well as what it means to be South 
African. 
The novel tells the story of Don Mateza, a Soweto-born, former guerrilla fighter who now 
resides in the upper middle-class suburbs of Johannesburg. As he ascends the promotional 
ladder at a private security company, Don is assigned as a bodyguard to a white, Afrikaner 
magistrate, Kristin Uys. This is after a criminal she finds in contempt of court threatens her 
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life. The relationship between Don and Kristin develops in direct contrast to Don's existing 
relationship with his black, social-climbing girlfriend, Tumi. Much of what Mda 
accomplishes by way of helping the reader to understand the differences between the main 
characters, and the nuances of Don's character, in particular, is accomplished simply by 
contrasts in their characterisation. Tumi is a former Soweto "homegirl" who now owns her 
own modelling agency and is attempting to break into the world of TV production, while 
navigating the tricky seas of nepotistic and corrupt tender systems. In contrast, Kristin drives 
a battered, compact Uno, in comparison to Don and Tumi's Saab and Jaguar (Mda, 2009:98). 
While Don and Tumi enjoy exotic food, Kristin seldom eats proper meals, instead "nibbling" 
at sandwiches (Mda, 2009:8). When she does cook, out of habit, she cooks traditional South 
African meals, never venturing into the variety of flavours with which Don experiments. In 
an inversion of stereotypes, our introduction to Don tells us that he sells security (Mda, 
2009:9). In crime-ridden South Africa, where the stereotype is that white people fear black 
people to be thieves, Don Mateza is sought after for protection. In employing this technical 
device, Mda creates room for his protagonist to progress beyond the bounds of the stereotype 
of a black man in post-apartheid South Africa. Subsequently, the reader, perhaps, holds out 
hope that Mda, through his fiction, can provide us with some useful counsel on how we, too, 
can transcend the limitations we may believe to be imposed on us in post-millennial South 
Africa. 
Critics of Black Diamond have zeroed in on Mda's blunt, satirical approach to post-apartheid 
life, and it is precisely for this reason that the novel is either praised or reviled. While some 
media reviews, such as those by Ivor Hartmann, Maureen Isaacson, Tymon Smith and Gwen 
Ansell, view Mda's 2009 critique positively, the likes of Sandile Memela believe that writers 
like Mda "rubbish the achievement of freedom and democracy" because "their reactionary 
quality negates anything positive in post-apartheid South Africa". Rather than accurately 
representing the black experience, such writing is considered "a silly attempt to please white 
audiences and live up to false liberal notions of so-called courage, independence and 
fearlessness" (2011). In contrast, critics like Fincham highlight Mda's identification and 
empathy with both the perpetrators and victims of apartheid, such that his literature is not 
ideologically prescriptive (2011:xv). These are all concerns that will be addressed during the 
course of this project. 
While Ways of Dying has been esteemed as Mda's thought-provoking "novel of the 
transition", Black Diamond has sometimes been criticised as being less able to comment 
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meaningfully on the state of post-millennial South Africa. Ways of Dying has received, and 
continues to receive, significant scholarly attention, but Black Diamond departs from Mda's 
previous penchant for magical realism. Only four scholars have included the novel in notable 
critical literary projects. Fincham, author of the first single-author monograph on the fiction 
of Zakes Mda published between 1995 and 2009, Dance of Life (2011), studies the 
"performative dimension" of Mda's novels (2011:xv). Ngwenya, in his academic review 
"Fictionalising Contemporary History: Zakes Mda's Black Diamond", views Mda's novel as a 
trenchant social commentary, while Agnes Kriz (2014) and N.P. Qokela (2014) include the 
novel in their postgraduate studies of female characters in South African literature.  
Fincham believes that - unlike Mda's previous novels - Black Diamond struggles to "engage 
with serious social issues" (2011:149), for reasons which will be elucidated in this project. I 
will argue that such a conclusion, while rooted in certain valid interpretations of the novel, is 
not the only way to read Black Diamond. Likewise, Yogita Goyal (2013), in her review of 
Fincham’s monograph, Dance of Life (2011), asserts that Fincham should address Mda’s 
satire of the middle class in Black Diamond more extensively, “not just as a departure from 
his focus on the underclass, but as a new exploration of the politics of class and consumption 
in contemporary South Africa” (2014:169). I intend to point out how problematic it is to 
suggest that black subjects who are not essentialised as impoverished and disempowered 
cannot be a serious social issue - this is to simply re-essentialise blackness, and re-
marginalise black subjects in South Africa. It appears that the minimal scholarly attention 
afforded to Black Diamond is due to its lack of technical complexity, but I will argue that this 
approach is short-sighted. It is also, perhaps, telling of the lack of will on the part of South 
African literary critics, at times, to engage with South African texts and reception in new 
ways - beyond the legacy of victims - for writing on blackness in the post-apartheid context. 
During the course of this dissertation, I will point out a number of common, or at least 
comparable, literary techniques invoked in Mda's novels that assist him in consistently 
producing expositional literature that delivers social commentary. I intend to show that, like 
Mda's earlier novels, most specifically Ways of Dying, Black Diamond also focuses on the 
lives of ordinary individuals, portraying another story of a postmodern subject with a 
hybridised culture, grappling with his identity in the post-apartheid context. 
In Fincham's chapter devoted to Black Diamond, her overall evaluation of the novel finds 
Black Diamond lacking the "collaborative performativity" of his prior novels (2011:149). 
Subsequently, she raises the following question:  
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Can a novel that satirises and parodies literary conventions by exposing their formulae escape being 
formulaic itself? And if it becomes merely a collection of formulae will it not lose the reader's interest 
and cease to be able to engage with serious social issues? These are, I think, real problems for Black 
Diamond. (2011:149) 
Fincham records that in her interviews with Mda, he calls his novel not only satire, but she is 
sceptical as to whether the novel can "succeed in making serious socio-political statements in 
the absence of agency on the part of its protagonists or interpretive challenges on the part of 
its readers" (2011:155). Certainly Mda's techniques of characterisation are decidedly different 
from his previous novels in that his characters are more representational than well-developed: 
Instead of focusing on their development or motivations or internal tensions, Mda uses his characters as 
representatives or symbols of particular lifestyles associated with particular subcultures. As a result, 
making a statement on a particular social issue in a dramatic and telling manner takes precedence over 
the niceties of characterisation. (Ngwenya, 2009:8) 
Fincham's reading of Black Diamond reveals Mda's simple plot and fast-moving storyline as 
being written like a detective or mystery novel, modelled on non-literary popular genres and 
lingo of popular media (2011:17). However, this is a deliberate choice due to Mda's initial 
conception of the book as a script for an action-packed thriller film. As such, Mda constructs 
an episodic narrative structure that mirrors British novels of the Victorian era, which were 
plot heavy because they were serialised in magazines (Ngwenya, 2009:8). Furthermore, 
postmodern literature may be seen to distort the boundaries between popular and "serious" 
literature, and I argue that this kind of popular literature is, in fact, able to comment 
meaningfully on social issues. Ultimately, I shall evaluate whether, despite Fincham's doubts, 
Black Diamond, may yet engage with serious social issues in the post-apartheid context, 
because of some key similarities to Ways of Dying. 
*** 
In summary, then, it is my intention, in the chapters that follow, to elucidate the specific 
commonalities of content and form in Ways of Dying and Black Diamond that comprise 
Mda's commentary on post-apartheid society. I shall do this using a postcolonial theoretical 
framework, and I substantiate my choice of this approach in the introduction to my first 
chapter. Chapter one concerns Mda's construction of the character of Toloki in Ways of Dying 
as a wanderer or sojourner, who partakes in a quest for meaning and belonging. This is an 
idea I explore with reference to Stuart Hall's concept of the "postmodern subject", who has no 
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fixed identity. Similarly, I examine the character of Don, in Black Diamond, as an example of 
one who struggles to find meaning and belonging in post-millennial South Africa until he 
grasps the validity of what Homi Bhabha calls "cultural hybridity". Here, I am concerned 
with Mda's doing away with the cultural binaries and hierarchies that burden our society. In 
chapter two, I explore the way Mda uses various literary techniques, such as the fusion of the 
past with the present in a symbolic conflation of time and space to convey the notion of being 
caught between worlds. I expound this in connection with Chinua Achebe's "man of two 
worlds" theory, as well as Michel Foucault's theory of "heterotopias". What emerges, 
ultimately, in both novels, is Mda's critique of neo-colonialism in the post-apartheid context. 
Additionally, Mda, in his fiction, communicates the stories of ordinary people in community, 
emphasising our need for human connection, because of our common humanity. Thus, the 
African social humanist philosophy of ubuntu, along with the dynamic interaction of 
spirituality and cultural hybridity are the focus of my third chapter. I concentrate here on 
Mda's use of characterisation, particularly the idea that character development in the novels is 
shaped primarily as the characters interact with one another. My final chapter concerns Mda's 
portrayals of urban and township life in both novels. Mda is very intentional in his choice and 
literary construction of setting, as well as the way in which his characters interact with, and 
are shaped by, the locations in which they find themselves. Most specifically, I highlight the 
ways in which Mda's protagonists are afforded agency, in order to countermand stereotypical 
ways of thinking and acting in those settings.  
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Chapter One: Stuck in the Past?  
Postmodern Subjects and Cultural Hybridity in Ways of Dying and Black Diamond 
 
1.1. Introduction 
On the topic of identity and subjectivity, Stuart Hall (1995) proposes the prevalence of the 
“postmodern subject”, who has an ever-shifting identity or culture. In this chapter, I shall 
demonstrate the way in which the character of Toloki, in Ways of Dying, exemplifies Hall's 
postmodern subject. Historically, identity has been defined as not only personally, but also 
publicly, determined. It is not only individualistic, but affected by significant others, or 
formed by the interaction of the self with society. According to Hall, the introduction of 
postmodernism has seen these very ideas called into question, such that identity, once 
considered unified and stable, is now viewed as comprised of a multiplicity of variable 
identities. "Identity becomes a 'moveable feast': formed and transformed continuously in 
relation to the ways we are represented or addressed in the cultural systems which surround 
us" (Hall, 1995:597). Hall's theory also raises issues around "agency", that is, "the question of 
whether individuals can freely and autonomously initiate action, or whether the things they 
do are in some sense determined by the ways in which their identity has been constructed" or 
"the ability of post-colonial subjects to initiate action in engaging or resisting imperial 
power" (Ashcroft et al., 1998:8). Furthermore, I intend to explore the suggestion that 
"although it may be difficult for subjects to escape the effects of those forces that ‘construct’ 
them, it is not impossible. The very fact that such forces may be recognized suggests that they 
may also be countermanded" (Ashcroft et al., 1998:9). 
Before applying Hall's theory to Mda's postcolonial literature, I must briefly address the term, 
"postmodern", as it relates to the term, "postcolonial". Gayatri Spivak says: "There is an 
affinity between the imperialist subject and the subject of humanism" (1988:202). 
Postcolonialism concerns itself with the first, and postmodernism, the second. Today, the 
term, "postmodern", is often simply synonymous with our "multinationalist capital world" 
(Hutcheon, 1989:150). If we infer a more complex definition of postmodernism, analogous 
with the architecture from which the term originates, the postmodern art form is 
"paradoxically both self-reflective (about its technique and material) and yet grounded in 
historical and political actuality" (Hutcheon, 1989:150). Postcolonialism and postmodernism 
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are different because postcolonial art contains, "distinct political agendas and often a theory 
of agency that allows them to go beyond the postmodern limits of deconstructing existing 
orthodoxies into the realms of social and political action". On the other hand, 
"postmodernism is politically ambivalent: its critique coexists with an equally real and 
equally powerful complicity with the cultural dominants within which it inescapably exists" 
(Hutcheon, 1989:150). Still, there is an overlap in the formal, thematic and strategic concerns 
of postcolonialism and postmodernism. For example, both may include formal aspects such 
as magic realism
7
; thematic aspects like history and marginality; and discursive strategies like 
irony and allegory - even if the final uses to which each is put differ. Regardless of this, the 
two cannot be conflated without problems. Therefore, it could be said that "the manifestations 
of their (different, if related) concerns often take similar forms…and they should not be 
confused" (Hutcheon, 1989:151). Here, Hutcheon draws our attention to the underlying aims 
- we may even say values - of the literature concerned. Despite superficial similarities in 
form, while postmodernism operates at the level of social critique, postcolonial literature 
calls for social and political action. 
In light of Hutcheon's insights, Mda's political preoccupations and his exhortation toward 
social action in his novels (a feature that is continued from his playwriting days, according to 
the interview with Myles Holloway cited in my introduction) confirm the postcolonial 
theoretical framework as most appropriate for this dissertation. In this section then, I do not 
use the terms, "postcolonial" and "postmodern", interchangeably, but I use the term, 
"postmodern", cognisant primarily of the similarities between the two concepts. Hutcheon's 
essay includes examples of a few writers who would preferably be categorised as 
postcolonial or feminist writers, rather than postmodern: Graham Swift, Salman Rushdie, 
Michael Ondaatjie and Toni Morrison (1989:150). Like these authors, Mda's postcolonial 
novels exemplify this, too, because they exhibit the overlap of the formal, thematic and 
strategic concerns that Hutcheon highlights, as well as Spivak's point that there is an 
"affinity" between the two. 
Hall's conception of the postmodern subject is, I believe, quite closely related to Bhabha’s 
notions of "cultural difference" and "cultural hybridity", which suggest that a concept of 
"pure" culture is a fallacy. Bhabha explains "cultural difference" thus: "cultural difference 
problematizes the division of past and present, tradition and modernity, at the level of cultural 
                                                          
7 This example of magic realism is, of course, not necessarily applicable to all postcolonial literature. Still, I have highlighted it as an 
example here simply because it is so pertinent to Mda's literature.  
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representation and its authoritative address…hierarchical claims to the inherent originality or 
‘purity’ of cultures are untenable, even before we resort to empirical historical instances that 
demonstrate their hybridity" (1988:207-208). I shall apply Bhabha's theory to show the 
relationships between past, present and future in Mda's novels. For example, in his review of 
Black Diamond, Ngwenya remarks that Mda's literature communicates ordinary stories that 
"form part of the national reconstruction involving various sectors of historically divided 
society which has to come to terms with the pain of the past and collectively work out a 
future based on a common national destiny" (2009:6). I shall argue that this "common" 
identity or destiny is, paradoxically, anchored in Bhabha's notion of cultural hybridity, 
rendering ideas about national identity, as well as individual identities within the post-
millennial context, open to disparate interpretations. This is, I believe, a product of the past 
manifesting itself in the present, coupled with the way in which we respond to it. This is why 
Sarah Nuttall (2004: 732) describes "theorising the 'now'" as the process of "working out 
what remains of the past, and how we relate to both the past and its remainders, or its traces 
in the present; and second, of working out our relationship to that which hasn’t happened yet, 
the world of aspirations, the fictions with which people fill the future".  I shall examine Black 
Diamond accordingly, as a novel which "theorises the 'now'", by looking at the relationship 
between the past, the present and the future:  
The novel challenges the perceptive reader to reconsider the very notions of the old and the new…there 
is no clear boundary between the public and private lives of individuals, nor is there a clear line of 
demarcation between the old and the new South Africa. There are too many old (read belonging to the 
pre-1994 era) unexamined myths, rituals, stereotypes and perceptions which shape the way South 
Africans relate to one another in the new South Africa. (Ngwenya, 2009:8)  
Specifically, I shall explore the protagonist, Don's, grappling to embrace hybridised culture 
and what appears to be his success in accomplishing this by the end of the novel. I shall argue 
that the cause of his wrestling with identity and belonging is rooted in a failure by those 
around him to understand cultural hybridity. Likewise, in Ways of Dying, the character of 
Toloki is seen to reconcile with his past, assimilating it into his present, before he can 
progress as a character. His ability to appropriate the best aspects of his traditional village life 
and apply them in his urban context is what ultimately results in productivity and change for 
his character. Writing in 2007, before the publication of Black Diamond, Foley suggests: 
"Zakes Mda has produced several more novels which maintain his exploration of the 
continuities and discontinuities of the past and present, of the traditional and the modern, of 
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African and Western world views and of the potential for reconciling these manifold South 
African alterities" (2007:132). With reference to the above, I argue that Black Diamond is, in 
fact, another such novel. This is because the dynamic relationship between the past and the 
present, the traditional African and the Western modern - and, specifically, the ongoing 
emphasis of this in Mda's novels - is one of the primary points of this dissertation. 
 
1.2 Postmodern Subjects: Toloki as a Subject of the Transition and in Transition 
If transitional literature is produced in periods when societies experience "extensive 
ideological, political, economical and institutional changes" (Van Wyk, 1997:79), I believe 
that the character of Toloki, the Professional Mourner, in Ways of Dying, represents a subject 
in transition. Van Wyk suggests that transition is "in many ways traumatic and productive" 
(1997:79), and this is certainly the case for Toloki's character. His grappling with ideological, 
political, economic and institutional changes in the "new" South Africa forces him through a 
trauma of identity, but it is ultimately productive in that he eventually emerges having been 
positively shaped by these experiences, as I shall prove. Margaret Mervis highlights a period 
of transition as a time in which individuals "re-evaluate and re-define themselves, their 
concepts, their ideals" (1998:44). Noticeably, both Toloki and his creator, Mda (in his debut 
novel), are trying to "establish for themselves a new position in a new society under new 
rules" (Steinmeyer, 2003:170), that is, in South Africa at the advent of democracy. 
In creating Toloki as one who is eccentric and other-worldly, Mda devises a channel whereby 
he can deliver an extraordinary account of South African life and have it be well received by 
his readers. With his unusual perspective, Toloki brings a new outlook on life to those around 
him. Just like someone from another world, a world devoid of meaningful human contact, 
Toloki says the unsayable, challenges the status quo and asks the hard questions. For 
example, when he is with Noria, he notices the upfront, proactive leadership roles that the 
women in the informal settlement play. On the other hand, he observes that men do very 
little, preferring instead to talk, philosophise and criticise while contributing very little to 
society (Mda, 1995:175). "He attributes his keen sense of observation to the fact that he has 
not lived with other human beings for many years. He therefore sees things with a fresh eye. 
Some of the things he sees are things he would otherwise have taken for granted, if he had 
been part of the community in which they happened" (Mda, 1995:176). In this way, Toloki's 
view can be seen as representing the view of the author, Mda, who says in one interview: "I 
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believe I've always seen South Africa with fresh eyes, even when I was living there full time. 
But this is because I trained myself, even in South Africa, to rediscover the ordinary, to look 
at things anew" (cited in Samuelson, 2008:32). In response to Toloki's observations, Noria is 
astonished and amazed, since Toloki contrasts the trend of those in the community to turn a 
blind eye to others' shortcomings: "You come up with things I don't expect," she says (Mda, 
1995:176). Toloki also offers an otherworldliness and imagination that Noria has been 
lacking, so that she says: "I want to participate in your world…I know that as long as you are 
here, you will transport us to the garden, and we shall be happy again." In keeping with his 
name, then, which derives from the Afrikaans word, tolk, meaning interpreter (Van Wyk, 
1997:79), Toloki functions as the reader's interpreter of the transition. Though he is not the 
narrator of the novel, he is the subject by which the reader understands something of what it 
is to live through the South African transition, as we observe the action of his life: “the story 
of Toloki, Noria and other fictitious characters can thus be read allegorically as the life story 
of ‘Everyman’ and ‘-woman’ in any black community in apartheid and transitional South 
Africa” (Mervis, 1988:50). 
Our introduction to the self-proclaimed Professional Mourner occurs, most fittingly, at a 
funeral, where he is reunited with his childhood friend, Noria. The narrators' (both Ways of 
Dying and Black Diamond contain an omniscient, communal narrator) first description of 
Toloki alerts the reader to the fact that "Toloki belongs to the section of the crowd that 
believes strongly in the freedom of the Nurse to say it as he sees it" (Mda, 1995:7).  Many of 
the funeral-goers are averse to the Nurse (the speaker, usually the last to see the deceased 
alive, who tells of the circumstances leading up to their death) at politicised black funerals 
during the 1980s and 1990s presenting evidence that may incriminate other black community 
members. Toloki, apparently similar to the author, Mda, in this way, believes that the truth 
should be told regardless of who is portrayed negatively. In fact, he bristles at the audacity of 
the funeral-goers who criticise the Nurse, who is meant to be respected (1995:8). As an 
outcast, a vagrant, and a loner with bizarre habits and poor hygiene, Toloki's approach to life 
may be accepted by the reader as unusual, profoundly wise and refreshing, or else dismissed 
as the ravings of a hare-brained hobo. Either way, the ambivalent interpreter, Toloki, receives 
our implicit permission to present us with unfamiliar and unexpected philosophies on South 
African life. In fact, we would expect nothing less - for him to deny the reader at least this 
would be completely out of character.  Thus, if it is Mda's wish to present his readers with an 
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alternative exposé of South African life, he has in Toloki created an ideal vehicle by which to 
do it: a character who observes some neutrality or objectivity in a polarised black community. 
Despite Toloki's eccentricities that set him apart from his peers, he shares with them a 
common marginality, a life of struggling through poverty on the periphery of South African 
society. Despite his marginality, his embodiment of positive values, such as "humanity, 
decency and integrity in the face of dehumanising violence and destructiveness" (Foley, 
2007:5), communicates his moral integrity to the reader, affording his character credibility in 
our eyes. Mda gives Toloki, as an ordinary man, the role of a facilitator or catalyst for his 
community, who can help to change his community. Toloki facilitates the transition the 
society he lives in undergoes; as an outsider he shows his fellow countrymen how they might 
live (Steinmeyer, 2003:169). This last comment by Steinmeyer substantiates my argument 
that Mda's novel offers a noteworthy social commentary on South African society during its 
political transition, because it alludes to the ability of the text to offer useful counsel to the 
reader. I shall now highlight this commentary more specifically, with reference to the text. 
*** 
Ways of Dying begins with a flashback to Toloki's rural Eastern Cape past, where the 
narrators portray Toloki as an ugly, stupid child, hungry for attention, and jealous of those 
who received attention instead of him. For them, he paid little attention at school, drawing 
pictures instead and revealing himself to be a very talented artist. On winning a national art 
competition, "words were spoken that...filled Toloki's heart with pride, and for the first time 
in his life he felt more important than everyone else" (Mda, 1995:33). It becomes his 
childhood dream to create beautiful things like his father, Jwara, who is a gifted sculptor. 
Tragically, his father declares that Toloki is too ugly for beautiful things to come from him. 
Toloki's dreams are shattered and he decides never to draw again (Mda, 1995:68). Fleeing the 
home of his abusive father, Toloki sets out to find "love and fortune" (Mda, 1995:104), and to 
obtain for himself the sense of significance he longed for as a child.  
Toloki's decision to embark on this journey marks the beginning of the reader's coming to 
understand him as a postmodern subject, whose identity and culture is in constant flux. If 
"identity only becomes an issue when it is in crisis, when something assumed to be fixed, 
coherent and stable is displaced by the experience of doubt and uncertainty" (Mercer, cited in 
Hall, 1995:597), no doubt Toloki's rejection as an artist by his father functions to invoke such 
a crisis. In order to explain the concept of the postmodern subject, Hall describes the 
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evolution of "identity" from that of the Enlightenment, to the sociological, to the postmodern. 
That is, he explains the movement from an individualistic to a communally-influenced 
understanding of identity, as recounted in the introduction to this chapter. Identity, in the 
sociological conception, bridges the gap between the "inside" and the "outside", between the 
personal and the public worlds. The fact that we project "ourselves" into these cultural 
identities, at the same time internalizing their meanings and values, making them "part of us", 
helps to align our subjective feelings with the objective places we occupy in the social and 
cultural world, says Hall. Subjects and structures thus merge in a way that retains some 
measure of predictability as to how the public will shape the personal, the outside the inside 
(Hall, 1995:598). Consequently, our once supposedly coherent and complete identities are 
now fluid, and we are confronted by countless possible identities, any one of which we could 
identify with - at least temporarily (Hall, 1995:599). In light of this, the reader may observe 
the shifts in Toloki's apparent identity according to where he finds himself circumstantially 
on his journey from the village to the city, and once in the city. I shall now expand on this 
idea. 
As the nation descends into a period of severe civil unrest, saturated with violence and death, 
Toloki invents for himself the occupation of a Professional Mourner, fulfilling the harsh 
communal words spoken over him as a child that he was so ugly as to look like "something 
that has come to fetch us to the next world" (Mda, 1995:72). He purchases a costume 
reminiscent of "worlds that [do] not exist anymore" (Mda, 1995:26), and creates a persona 
based on the traditions of the holy eastern monks, though admittedly his knowledge of their 
customs is limited: 
He has a singularly searing fascination with the lives of these oriental monks. It is the thirst of a man 
for a concoction he has never tasted, that he has only heard wise men describe. He sees himself in the 
dazzling light of the aghori sadhu, held in the same awesome veneration that the devout Hindus show 
the votaries. He spends his sparse existence on the cremation ground, cooks his food on the fires of a 
funeral pyre, and feeds on human waste and human corpses. He drinks his own urine to quench his 
thirst. The only detail missing is a mendicant's bowl made from a human skull, for he shuns the 
collections of alms. Votary or no votary, he will not collect alms. It is the one tradition of the sacred 
order that he will break, in spite of the recognition of the shamanistic elements of almstaking.  (Mda, 
1995:15) 
Interestingly, even in his appropriation of Eastern rituals, Toloki both forgoes and adapts 
values that do not mesh with his own imagined identity. He appears captivated by another, 
rather imaginary, world, an un-South African post-apartheid world in its culture and customs, 
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and he longs for artist-prophet or god-like status and significance. The irony is that he is now 
captivated by death and decay, rather than the beauty associated with the art and sculpting of 
his past. Certainly his imaginings of the Eastern mendicant monk, feeding on waste and 
drinking urine, illuminate his tendency toward alienating choices and abject tastes. Perhaps 
he has given up hope of finding recognition being as he is, a traditional boy from a rural 
South African village. Accordingly, he conjures a persona that is so unlike those around him 
that he cannot help but be noticed. Indeed, wherever he goes, he is the centre of attention 
because of his peculiarity. In fact, he works to maintain an image and an existence that 
intentionally defies the South African norm. For example, his favourite food is Swiss cake 
with green onions; and though people find it odd, he sees this as "all the more reason to like 
it". He believes this alternative lifestyle, although of his own composition, "gives him an aura 
of austerity that he associated with monks of Eastern religions" (Mda, 1995:15). He takes his 
created niche very seriously, expressing to Noria that, while he is not afraid of death, he takes 
care to protect his safety in order to guard his "sacred trust" to mourn the dead (Mda, 
1995:96). Here, Toloki, by doing so, exemplifies Hall's notion of the postmodern subject 
because at different points in his quest to discover "love and fortune", his diverse identity can 
be said to comprise: both rural and urban dweller; artist and entrepreneur; self-sufficient and 
destitute; observer of traditional African culture, beneficiary of Western capitalist culture and 
appropriator of Eastern religious culture; representative of life and death. 
Furthermore, despite his eccentricity and his frequent remaking of himself, Toloki's character 
appreciates and upholds African tradition. In this way, he may be viewed as someone who 
values the way things have always been done traditionally, even as he creates new ways of 
living. Even in the city, Toloki sleeps on the park bench in the "foetal position that is 
customary of his village" (Mda, 1995:15). Here he is contrasted with "people like 
Nefolovhodwe [the corrupt coffin maker] who have taken so much to the ways of the city that 
they sleep in all sorts of city positions" (Mda, 1995:16). Also, in the aforementioned opening 
funeral scene, Toloki is shocked to see community members criticizing the Nurse for the way 
he recounts the events leading up to the child's death, calling this kind of impertinence 
"sacrilege" (Mda, 1995:8). Moreover, although he is outraged at having been disrespected by 
the funeral-goers, preferring rather to go straight home without associating with them, he still 
passes Noria's house to wash his hands because of his "reverence for funeral rituals" (Mda, 
1995:10). He prides himself on his upkeep of traditional ways in a society that has 
deteriorated to the point that riches and beauty are seen to trump tradition and respect. This 
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social reality is demonstrated by an encounter on his way to Noria's house with a wedding 
party who insolently refuses to give way to the funeral procession, as is customary. With a 
remark that is prophetic of the neo-colonial critique in Black Diamond, they justify 
themselves: "We are a procession of beautiful people, and many posh cars and buses, while 
yours is a skorokoro or a van, and hundreds of ragged souls on foot" (Mda, 1995:11). Toloki 
sees himself as one who upholds a more proper and respectful way of life in his observance 
of tradition. Suffice to say, Toloki, with his coming to define himself (consciously and 
unconsciously) by drawing from many different cultural traditions, is an example of what 
Hall calls a "postmodern subject". 
Hall's theory also raises the issue of "agency", which essentially interrogates the degree to 
which Toloki's constructed identity predetermines his actions. I would like to suggest that 
Toloki's character is afforded agency and exercises it in the mere fact that he can be seen to 
appropriate various cultural attributes in order to construct his own postmodern identity. 
Certainly his actions are, in many ways, determined by his created identity, but his very 
ability as a character to draw from different cultures and religions is a way of 
countermanding the impositions of his past that theoretical concepts of "agency" address. 
Toloki's postmodern identity is closely linked to Bhabha's theory of cultural difference, which 
concerns the dynamic relationship between the past and the present. Consequently, the 
section that follows relates Bhabha's theory to Ways of Dying, and then proceeds to highlight 
the similarities between Ways of Dying and Black Diamond in this regard. 
  
1.3. Cultural Hybridity and the Relationship between the Past and the Present 
 
Ways of Dying 
On Mda's unique approach to the effects of the apartheid past on the post-apartheid present 
and the need for reconciliation, Samin observes:   
[Mda's] appeal for peace and unity is directed primarily at Africans themselves. By so obviously 
leaving aside the white Other, Mda's novel [Ways of Dying] seems to intimate that the question of 
reconciliation between victims and perpetrators is not the only major issue. By focussing on the black 
community it points to the priorities for the future such as fostering social solidarity and attending 
 urgently to the needs of those most severely hit by apartheid. (2000b:26)  
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Samin's insight displays the way in which Mda avoids Nuttall's critique that some writers and 
theorists have come to see events in South Africa as being "over-determined by the reality of 
apartheid – as if, in the historical trajectory of that country, apartheid was inevitable, in terms 
of both its origins and its consequences; as if everything led to it and that everything flows as 
a consequence of it" (2004:732). Having acknowledged continuities between the apartheid 
past and the present, Nuttall argues that "there are also enough configurations in various 
spheres of contemporary South African life to warrant new kinds of explorations, with new 
tools of analysis, new archives and new ethnographies" (2004:732). Likewise, Mda's novel is 
cognisant of the remnants of the past in the present and, likewise, the way in which they may 
affect the future. Mda, in his construction of his protagonists, Toloki and Noria, appears 
adamant that the past not be clung to as a scapegoat to justify any and all questionable social 
practices and structures at work in the post-apartheid context. 
Instead, as it pertains to the role of the past in the present, Mda presents Toloki's character in 
such a way that, although he develops as a character, he never really seems to progress 
meaningfully in the early stages of the novel, because he is always running away, rather than 
intentionally and purposefully moving forward. As I mentioned in the previous section, rather 
than dealing with his rural past, Toloki flees from it, living a blinkered life in which he 
simply refuses to engage with anyone or anything related to his home village. He does not 
take full responsibility for himself, but harbours a grudge against those whom he still holds 
responsible for his fate: "Throughout his journey of many months he harboured a deep 
bitterness against his father. And a hatred for Noria. It was all her fault...The source of all the 
trouble was Noria" (Mda, 1995:102-104, emphasis mine). In many ways, the reconciliation 
that must occur for Toloki is more psychological than anything else, as it appears that Toloki 
and Noria, in fact, get along very well after their reunion in the city. Yet, he cannot develop 
effectively unless he comes to terms with his past opinion of her, and the blame he has placed 
on her in his mind for the way in which his life has panned out. I discuss this in depth in the 
third chapter of this dissertation. 
"The stories of the past are painful. But when Toloki and Noria talk about them, they laugh. 
Laughter is known to heal even the deepest of wounds" (Mda, 1995:95). When Mda 
reintroduces the character of Toloki to Noria, he essentially offers his protagonist the 
opportunity to be reconciled with his past, particularly his decision never to create again. 
Significantly, it is his relationship with Noria that acts as the catalyst for this. Just as Noria 
was once Jwara's creative muse, she comes to function likewise for Toloki, even when he 
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does not initially realise that this is happening. As a start, we observe the resurgence of his 
creativity when he decorates Noria's shack with clippings from House and Garden magazine, 
as well as when he teaches her to imagine a different life as inspired by these photographs 
(Mda, 1995:111-114). There is a tragic irony present in this event. While Toloki and Noria 
are exemplary in their ability to transcend the derelict reality of township life, there is sadness 
that they are made to resort to imaginings inspired by magazines depicting the lifestyle of a 
small minority of South Africans. Indeed, this social and political critique - evident in both 
Ways of Dying and Black Diamond - is the focus of the next chapter.  
While he lived hermitically, Toloki abided easily by his commitment not to create. Following 
his transition back into urban, communal living - a lifestyle resembling more closely his 
former traditional, rural lifestyle - the reader notices a (perhaps unconscious) search for a 
creative outlet. Toloki's repressed past therefore returns in a positive way with a return to 
creativity that is rooted in traditional and rural life (Van Wyk, 1997:82). By the end of the 
novel, when Toloki draws freely, he will have come to understand and harness Noria's power 
in precisely the same way that his father did at the start of the novel. This understanding, I 
will argue in my third chapter, plays a role in Toloki's reconciliation with his father, even in 
death, at the end of the novel. Furthermore, though it was Noria who drew attention and 
affirmation away from Toloki in their childhood, it is also Noria who now finally gives 
Toloki the attention and affirmation that he so longed for as a child. In this way, she restores 
his confidence in his ability to create, as well as his willingness to do so. This is significant, 
because it was one of the main reasons that Toloki felt he did not belong in his rural village. 
Now, his previous "source of all trouble" (Mda, 1995:104), Noria, becomes his source of joy 
and belonging, as Toloki reconciles with his past. 
The elliptical narrative mimics the reconciliation or reconnection of past with present, and its 
role in the future. This conflation of time and space, life and death, natural and supernatural, 
as well as the elliptical nature of the narrative, are techniques that Mda carries from his plays 
through to this debut novel and into subsequent novels, such as The Heart of Redness (2000). 
As if to usher in the dawn of a new season, complete with a new way of living, church bells 
toll at the start of the New Year, while those in the settlement shout "Happe-e-e-e New 
Year!" (Mda, 1995:211). This exclamation seems to echo the disparaging quote from the 
beginning of the novel: "We walk around the streets, pissing in our pants, and shouting, 
'Happee-ee-e!' That's what Christmas is all about" (Mda, 1995:25), the tone this time in direct 
contrast. Rather than scathing and judgemental, the tone is now sincere and joyful; the 
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positive compensating for the negative, invoking a cautious but hopeful ending. The novel 
closes with the image of tyres burning in the distance, this time unmarred by the stench of 
burning flesh that accompanied the description of civil violence at the start of the novel. What 
was once a picture of sorrow is now an unusual picture of redemption, just as the novel is full 
of unusual pictures of redemption. 
 
Black Diamond 
As with the protagonist in Ways of Dying, Don's character in Black Diamond once again 
proves to the reader the inevitability, as well as the value, of synthesising the past with the 
present, African tradition with Western modernity, in post-apartheid society. This is in 
keeping with Bhabha's theory of "cultural difference" outlined above. Indeed, Black Diamond 
addresses the false dichotomy of tradition versus modernity, African versus Western, 
indigenous versus colonial, by presenting the difficulties of pursuing one extreme or the 
other, as well as the difficulties with judging those who embrace or reject one or the other. 
Here, Chapman's insight on the "West" is helpful because it highlights the disparate 
interpretations of "modernity" by so-called first-world nations. He says: "In invoking the 
'modern', therefore, we should not continue automatically to invoke Cartesian dualities and 
the narrative of the Enlightenment...we now have diverse modalities and rapid mobilities 
(1998:88, emphasis mine). Implicit herein is Chapman's criticism that "Western" principles, 
such as liberty and equality, have (erroneously) become synonymous with "Universal" 
principles, despite their coexistence with a multiplicity of national languages and tribal 
authorities (1998:89). Similarly, Achebe says: "I should like to see the word ‘universal’ 
banned altogether from discussions of African literature until such a time as people cease to 
use it as a synonym for the narrow, self-serving parochialism of Europe, until their horizon 
extends to include all the world" (1988:60). Chapman and Achebe's criticisms help us to 
understand that it is difficult to account for South Africa as wholly part of either Africa or the 
West. 
In light of this, the reader witnesses the process Don undergoes whereby he does not desire a 
totally Western lifestyle (whatever that may mean), despite Tumi's insistence that this best 
befits an aspiring Black Diamond. Mda drives this implication home in the chapter, with its 
tongue-in-cheek title, "The Curse of the Zara Man", in which Don's cat mauls his newly 
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gifted Zara Man jersey. This event may be read as a symbolic rejection of Don's discomfiting 
attempts to assimilate himself unnaturally into a completely westernised culture:  
"It's a Zara Man, baby. You can't get it in South Africa. You're going to look like a real Black Diamond 
in that." 
Black Diamond. He hasn’t heard those two words for days. Maybe weeks. It is strange how they make 
him feel very uncomfortable now. As if Tumi has uttered curse words. He does not understand why he 
should feel this way because he does want to be a Black Diamond one day. He badly wants to live up to 
her expectations.  He knows very well he represents Tumi's long-term aspirations and he doesn't want 
to let her down. So, it is quite silly to get the heebie-jeebies at the mere mention of such beautiful 
words.  
He takes the Zara Man, feigning enthusiasm, and holds it to his chest. It is a beautiful jersey. You can 
see it is great quality just by looking at it. But orange is not his colour. He will get used to it though. 
After all, he got used to the lemon and violet and pink Versace suits…He was not a suit man either. But 
Tumi changed all that…And now he loves his Versace suits; they are part of his image…Tumi knows 
best. (Mda, 2009:174-175)  
Present in moments like these is an underlying double meaning that it is not only the clothing 
that is ill-fitting, but the culture itself. Certainly the brightly coloured pink and violet suits are 
not traditionally associated with stereotypes of masculinity. In fact, the flashy imagery related 
to the suits is almost comical or clown-like, perhaps a subtle ridiculing by the author of the 
"peacocking" undertaken by Black Diamonds in their pursuit of "image". Don's discomfort is 
underscored by the fact that he now feels so ill at ease with the term, "Black Diamond", that it 
is as if Tumi has uttered "curse words". Outwardly, the jersey - like the Black Diamond 
lifestyle - is attractive, but Don does not feel that it suits him ("But orange is not his colour."). 
Though he wrestles with his emotions, he feigns enthusiasm and rationalises that Tumi's 
aspirations for him - Black Diamond status - are in fact good. So he is stoically determined 
that "he will get used to it". Yet, as he learns to compare the likes of the distinguished Zara 
Man and Versace clothing labels with the no-name brand clothing of Kristin's choice, as we 
shall see in my third chapter on human connection, he discerns no real difference in their 
representation of Western modernity and/or African tradition. He comes to realise that even 
this pursuit is open to interpretations apart from that espoused by Tumi's character. 
Like Toloki and Noria, Don and Kristin's characters are able to learn from each other and 
challenge each other. As it pertains to cultural identity, they challenge the stereotypes that 
exist in their post-millennial South African society, and this even for themselves: "Mda's 
intention is to shock the reader into a new and heightened state of awareness of social issues 
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by dramatizing and immediately subverting well-known South African cultural stereotypes" 
(Ngwenya, 2009:7). In fact, the entire novel is peppered with inverted satirical stereotypes 
that affirm Ngwenya's suggestion and demonstrate Bhabha's theory that "what is disavowed 
is not repressed but repeated as something different - a mutation, a hybrid" (1985:34). There 
is, for example, the ridiculous Laurel and Hardy-like couple of white criminal brothers, Stevo 
and Shortie Visagie. There is also their childhood nanny, the wiry but fiery coloured, "Aunt" 
Magda, who leads a motley crew of protesters made up of hookers, drag queens and 
tagalongs, who call themselves the Society of Widows. This parody of something like the 
anti-apartheid Black Sash is a group that ironically adapts protest songs such as, "Free Nelson 
Mandela", to picket for the release of the Visagies, who have become "folk heroes in their 
community" (Mda, 2009:5) for their occasional Robin Hood-type generosity. They even 
embark on their own absurd and short-lived protest march to Pretoria (Mda, 2009:128). Of 
course, there is also the caricature of Dr Molotov Mbungane, overnight (accidental) 
billionaire and BEE fat cat, who is discussed at length in the chapter that follows.  
Likewise, Don and Kristin tease each other about the ways in which they both defy 
stereotypes, Kristin saying: "You're a black man, you're not supposed to love cats." And Don 
retorting: "You're a white woman, you're not supposed to smile at a black man." (Mda, 
2009:179). Once Don and Kristin are well into their love affair, the narrators describe the 
way they "play house" and create their "love nest" (Mda, 2009:222). Don feels liberated, but 
also guilty for feeling liberated. In particular, he feels guilty about feeling liberated with a 
white woman. Don's initial feeling is understandable, given his clandestine relationship with 
Kristin. However, his guilt is aggravated by what appears to be a feeling that he is betraying 
his own values or identity as a black man who battled apartheid, by cavorting with a white 
woman. Thus, Bhabha's aforementioned proposition is also evident in Black Diamond in that 
Don must grapple with reconstituted prejudices relating to racial segregation and the role 
they play in determining identity, more than a decade after the disbanding of apartheid. This 
is perhaps an example of what Ngwenya refers to when he writes:   
Much of the contemporary social history is seen through the lenses of the old South Africa as the new 
ways of seeing are struggling to emerge out of a multiplicity of perspectives. The extent to which 
professional and social identities are still determined by race, ethnicity and gender in the new 
ostensibly egalitarian South Africa of Mda's novel is simply amazing. The political dispensation might 
have changed but some aspects of culture still function as important points of reference. (2009:7)  
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Don's emotions are conflicting internally, and we are once again reminded of Mercer's earlier 
mentioned observation that "identity only becomes an issue when it is in crisis" (cited in Hall, 
1995:597). Don seems to have preconceived ideas of what it means for him to truly be a 
black man, a notion of "pure" culture that is cast into doubt when he finds himself making 
unexpected choices. It is pertinent to address once more here the issue of "agency" in relation 
to constructed identity. While Fincham suggests the characters in Black Diamond lack agency 
and that the novel is thus unable to make any significant socio-political comment (2011:155), 
I believe Don's conflicting emotions at this point indicate for the reader the catalyst for real 
change in him. He begins navigating his way to better understanding himself and his values. 
This is in the face of comments from Tumi's character, as well as Fontyo and Bova, all of 
whom assert that Don's actions should be dictated by the different preconceived identities that 
they assign to him (again, see Ngwenya's comment above). For Tumi, it is the concept of 
what it means to be a Black Diamond, while for Fontyo and Bova it is the concept of what it 
means to be a "Comrade", who upholds the values of the struggle against apartheid (I discuss 
this in greater depth in the next chapter). Certainly these cultural identities jostle each other 
for precedence in Don's own mind. 
In the end, "ideology shoulders out race as the great social divide, as one relationship 
shoulders out another in Don's life" (Ansell, 2010:4). Kristin, and the freedom she offers Don 
to be himself, whatever that may look like, comes to represent an ideology that Don would 
rather live by.  This becomes more meaningful than her race or, for that matter, his. When 
Don eventually confesses his feelings for Kristin, he is himself questioning his own sanity. 
Certainly he has to endure the wrath of Tumi, who accuses him of being exactly like his 
nemesis, Molotov Mbungane, who took a white wife to make himself more palatable in white 
business, and simply neglected his wife back in rural Transkei (Mda, 2009:247). For Don, 
this is a real insult because of his vitriol toward selfish BEE fat cats like Mbungane, and the 
fact that he is willing to endure this kind of onslaught exhibits a new security of self, which 
his character previously lacked. He is willing to stand up to Tumi, and the tables turn in their 
relational dynamic as Tumi begs him to come back to her (Mda, 2009:250). 
 
1.4. Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have demonstrated how both Ways of Dying and Black Diamond comment 
on the way in which we conceptualise identity, especially as it relates to culture and race, in 
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the post-apartheid South African context. Specifically, I have highlighted the fact that Mda's 
novels point out the ever-shifting, hybridised nature of culture and identity, such that the stark 
binaries and cultural hierarchies that characterised South African identities during apartheid - 
and which have in many ways been perpetuated after its disbanding - are often burdensome 
and limiting. If anything, it is this rigidity of thinking, embodied, for example, by the 
characters of Nefolovhodwe, in Ways of Dying, and Tumi and Fontyo and Bova, in Black 
Diamond, that diminishes "agency" in the post-apartheid era. I have, therefore, elucidated the 
way in which Mda's protagonists, Toloki, in Ways of Dying, and Don, in Black Diamond, 
embrace cultural hybridity in order to recover "agency". We must acknowledge the 
complexity and diversity of both black and white South African culture, such that cultural 
stereotypes are confounded by the reality that we are influenced by both Africa and the West. 
It proves true that "identity-making requires that we consider not only either/or, but also 
both/and" (Chapman, 1998:97). 
I believe Mda's success as an author of post-apartheid literature can be found in the reality 
that his fiction "seeks to take in the totality of African cultures in a non-contradictory, non-
totalizing way" because "he takes for granted the heterogeneity of cultural difference which 
developed before and during the long period of colonisation" (Samin, 2000b:25). Ultimately, 
Mda's social commentary is about discovering "identity in cultural interchange" (Chapman, 
1998:97), the hybridity of both Westernism and Africanism, in order to bring about a "new" 
society. 
The chapter that follows discusses the way in which the realities I have examined in this 
chapter result in Mda's protagonists being cast in the role of what Achebe calls “the man of 
two worlds” (1988:3). This refers to the subject who is neither colonial nor indigenous, but 
caught in a disconcerting liminal space because of his refusal to conform to either one 
(1988:58). Ultimately, this is Mda's critique of neo-colonialism at work in the post-apartheid 
context, by way of fiction. 
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Chapter Two: Toloki and Don as "Men of Two Worlds" -  
A Critique of Neo-Colonialism in Ways of Dying and Black Diamond 
 
2.1. Introduction 
In his commentary on post-apartheid society by way of fiction, Mda includes a critique of 
neo-colonialism in Ways of Dying and Black Diamond (as well as other novels, such as The 
Heart of Redness). Both novels are overtly critical of the capitalist ideals of the black elite in 
post-apartheid South Africa. Ways of Dying can be seen to maintain "ideological themes that 
have been apparent in Mda's work since his early plays - the struggle against apartheid and 
the betrayal of the revolution through corruption and neo-colonial practices" (Bell, 
2009:124). Likewise, journalist, Maureen Isaacson, calls Black Diamond an "acid portrait of 
a society in moral decay" (2009:17), while Saint Molakeng suggests, "You won't find a title 
as contemporaneous with the avaricious democratic South Africa as Black Diamond" 
(2009:5). Just as with Ways of Dying, 14 years later, in Black Diamond, Mda continues his 
criticism of the post-apartheid government, an ideal which "traces back as far as his 1978 
play We Shall Sing for the Fatherland, which he says foresaw the current crisis of corruption, 
depicted so clearly also in The Heart of Redness" (Isaacson, 2009:17).  
This chapter contains an examination of the ways in which Mda constructs his protagonists in 
both novels in such a way that they are cast in the role of what Achebe calls “the man of two 
worlds” (1988:3). The man of two worlds is neither colonial nor indigenous, but caught in a 
perplexing liminal space because of his refusal to conform to either one (1988:58). Liminality 
refers to an "interstitial or in-between space", and the term is useful in a postcolonial 
framework in "describing an ‘in-between’ space in which cultural change may occur" 
(Ashcroft et al., 1998:130). In connection with this, I shall refer once more to Bhabha's theory 
of cultural hybridity, because, for Bhabha, liminality and hybridity go hand in hand, as the 
"interstitial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a cultural 
hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy" (1994:4). I 
shall draw on Bhabha's claim that "what is disavowed is not repressed but repeated as 
something different—a mutation, a hybrid" (1985:34), to illustrate how Mda's fiction 
highlights the ways in which post-apartheid society resembles, in principle, some of the very 
evils it claims to hate. Bhabha's theory also addresses the issue of "mimicry", namely the 
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encouragement of the colonised subject to "mimic" the coloniser, by adopting the coloniser’s 
cultural habits, assumptions, institutions and values, which never results in a simple 
reproduction of those traits. Rather, the result is a "blurred copy" of the coloniser that can be 
quite threatening, because mimicry is never very far from mockery (Ashcroft et al., 
1998:139). 
What emerges in this comparison is the common idea of subjects struggling to belong in a 
society that is, supposedly, all-inclusive under democracy. Despite being created as 
characters from disparate socio-economic backgrounds and with the action of the novels 
played out in a variety of post-apartheid settings and time periods, both Toloki and Don are 
portrayed as grappling with many of the same fundamental difficulties. This is another 
example of Mda revealing the continuities of post-apartheid life across more than a decade. 
This chapter focuses on Mda's preoccupation with the harm done to society by neo-
colonialists; the national ills wrought by the "twin diseases of instant gratification and 
conspicuous consumption" (Mda, 2004:11). Perhaps one of his most striking comments can 
be found in an article in The New York Times in 2004 in which he writes:  
While the national elite stuff themselves in these public displays, one can already hear rumblings from 
the youths in the ghettoes who feel left out. Toni Morrison once said: 'Every society as it moves 
forward is fearful of the ones it leaves behind'. A well-placed section of South Africa is moving 
forward at a breath-taking speed. Unfortunately, it is too oblivious of those it leaves behind to be 
fearful of them. (Mda, 2004:11)  
Five years later, Mda published Black Diamond, commenting on these very same issues by 
way of fiction. In the sections that follow, I examine the ways in which Mda's characters 
respond to such neo-colonial trends, drawing out the "rumblings" Mda alludes to in the 
quotation above. These complaints are communicated to the reader primarily through Mda's 
protagonists, as they challenge the sector of society that is "oblivious of those it leaves 
behind". 
 
2.2. Toloki, Neo-Colonialism and Heterotopias 
In Ways of Dying, once Toloki's character is firmly established in urban life, Mda writes:  
He had finally found the love and fortune he'd been looking for. But when he could not maintain his 
lifestyle, the friends who loved him very much began to discover other commitments whenever he 
wanted their company. Women began to discover faults in him that they had not previously been aware 
of, and proceeded to derisively point them out. Soon his money ran out, and he stayed in his shack all 
41 
 
day and all night racking his brains on how to improve his lot. Then he remembered Nefolovhodwe... 
(1995:123-4) 
Having fallen upon hard times, Toloki turns to his father's friend, Nefolovhodwe, the 
carpenter, who moved to the city from Toloki's rural village in order to find more patrons for 
his custom-made coffins. After talking his way into a meeting with the now-famous coffin-
maker, Nefolovhodwe denies knowing Toloki: "Toloki knew immediately that wealth had the 
very strange effect of erasing from Nefolovhodwe's once sharp mind everything he used to 
know about his old friends back in the village" (Mda, 1995:129). Shocked, but ever 
determined, Toloki flatters and persuades the egotistical carpenter, eventually securing a job 
guarding cemeteries from the grave-robbers who steal Nefolovhodwe's coffins. When Toloki 
returns one night, badly beaten, but without the thieves in his custody, Nefolovhodwe 
dismisses him unduly from his work. Subsequently, Toloki is left with deep-seated bitterness 
toward the black middle class, convinced that wealth has the effect of making one forget 
one's friends. Nefolovhodwe, after all, seems determined to leave behind his past, with its 
origins in rural society. 
Rejected by this sector of society, Toloki invents for himself the occupation of a Professional 
Mourner, in order to find a niche among the black lower classes, which daily had to bury 
their dead because of the civil violence during the South African interregnum. In his 
determination to uphold the supposed sacredness of his invented occupation, he observes rites 
and rituals that alienate him from this community, too. For example, he smells because he 
bathes only occasionally in beachside public showers. He uses a pungent "sacred fragrance" 
before attending funerals, projecting odours that repel others. Oblivious to, or perhaps 
careless of, such social norms, Toloki does not understand why anyone should hate the smell, 
since it is "part of the ritual of his profession before he goes to a funeral" (Mda 1995:8). His 
subsequent relegation to the fringes of his community is ironic given that, in adopting his 
particular profession, he is trying to carve out a place to belong in society. After having been 
considered an outcast for all his youth, he is now simply a different kind of outcast. 
Interestingly, Toloki's initial stages of change in the novel - that is the transformation from 
the Toloki of his youth to Toloki the boerewors vendor, to Toloki the Professional Mourner - 
were all born of rebellion. They were reactive or combative, intentionally invoked by Toloki 
in order to break with his childhood and/or rebel against his old way of life. Toloki's 
motivation was sheer (angry) will, an attempt to defy the mould his abusive father and his 
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critical community had cast him in. As part of this change, Toloki refuses to engage in any 
kind of relationship with anyone from his village, especially those who have also migrated to 
the city, since he believes them to be selfish and arrogant in their new-found urban lifestyles.  
Toloki has avoided funerals that involved homeboys and homegirls. Since his bad experience with 
Nefolovhodwe, the furniture-maker who made it good in the city, and now pretends that he does not 
know the people from the village anymore, Toloki has never wanted to have anything to do with any of 
the people of his village who have  settled in the city. He is not the type who forgives and forgets, even 
though his trouble with Nefolovhodwe happened many years ago, during his very early days in the city. 
 (1995:13) 
In this passage we observe that Toloki does not belong - nor does he want to belong - with 
the group of what we may call neo-colonialists represented by the stereotypical character of 
Nefolovhodwe. However, in moving from the village to the city, he has also severed his 
relationship with rural-dwelling villagers. Likewise, and similarly to Nefolovhodwe, he 
avoids all villagers who have migrated to the city: the Groups Areas Act and Urban Areas 
Act would have determined that almost all black city-dwellers during the period in which 
Ways of Dying is set would have migrated from the village. The result is that Toloki, after his 
fallout with Nefolovhodwe, no longer has a place to belong. He is alienated from his rural 
roots, as well as in his new urban context. 
It is useful here to consider Achebe's theory of the "man of two worlds". Herein, Achebe 
highlights the ironic inversion whereby colonised natives, educated in the European way, use 
their new intellectual weapons to challenge Europe's presence and position in their native 
land.  In response, says Achebe, the colonialist devised "two contradictory arguments":  
He created the ‘man of two worlds’ theory to prove that no matter how much the native was exposed to 
European influences he could never truly absorb them. Now, did this mean that the educated native was 
no different at all from his brothers in the bush? Oh, no! He was different; he was worse. His abortive 
effort at education and culture though leaving him totally unredeemed and unregenerated had none the 
less done something to him—it had deprived him of his links with his own people whom  he no longer 
even understood and who certainly wanted none of his dissatisfaction or pretensions. (1988:58)  
Achebe's insights here echo those espoused by Frantz Fanon in his book, The Wretched of the 
Earth (1961). Fanon discusses the process of decolonisation whereby the colonised, after 
adopting the Western values of the coloniser, fights to live alongside the coloniser, who 
subsequently has no interest in co-existence once the dynamic of coloniser-colonised is 
dissolved (1961:9). An application of Achebe's "man of two worlds" theory to Mda's Ways of 
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Dying equates "European education" to learning the ways of urban living, capitalism and 
corruption. Nefolovhodwe's character symbolises neo-colonialism and exploitation; the state-
employed township dwellers symbolise the corrupt. When Toloki refuses to accept 
Nefolovhodwe's exploitative practices, Nefolovhodwe rejects him, thereby ensuring that 
Toloki does not fit into this group of neo-colonialists. Having already been rejected by the 
rural village of his past, Toloki moves to the township, but eventually takes up a hermitic 
lifestyle after his shack in the squatter camp is burnt down by state-paid vigilantes. His shack 
destroyed, Toloki migrates to the quayside "waiting room", with a decision to "eschew 
forever the company of men. And women" (Mda, 1995:147). Achebe's theory comes to 
fulfilment in Ways of Dying as Toloki finds himself with nowhere to belong in society. 
Rather appropriately, then, the docklands area where Toloki camps as a vagrant is referred to 
by the hoboes as a "waiting room". This is an example of a liminal space, once again 
indicative of the fact that Toloki has not yet found a place to belong, but it remains an "‘in-
between’ space in which cultural change may occur" (Ashcroft et al., 1998:130). 
The idea of the "waiting room" invokes for the reader what Foucault (1997) calls a 
"heterotopia" (as opposed to a "utopia"). Heterotopias assume a wide variety of forms: they 
are different spaces or other places, in a kind of both mythical and real contestation of the 
space in which we live. They may be spaces that are not located anywhere geographically, 
per se (1997:3-4). Just as Mda's fictional city is not attributed any actual geographical 
location, so the "waiting room" takes on an even more impermanent quality, as if Toloki lives 
(or belongs) nowhere - though, of course, this is physically impossible. Foucault highlights 
the fact that one does not usually arrive at a heterotopian location by one's own will - one is 
often forced (1997:6). He also articulates in more detail the nature of various heterotopias, a 
few of which I believe apply to Toloki's "waiting room": 
There is a certain kind of heterotopia which I would describe as that of crisis…for the individual who 
finds himself in a state of crisis with respect to the society or the environment in which he lives…Yet 
these heterotopias of crisis are vanishing today, only to be replaced, I believe, by others which could be 
described as heterotopias of deviance, occupied by individuals whose behaviour deviates from the 
current average or standard[…]Other heterotopias, on the contrary, have the appearance of pure and 
simple openings, although they usually conceal curious exclusions. Anyone can enter one of these 
heterotopian locations, but, in reality, they are nothing more than an illusion: one thinks one has entered 
and, by the sole fact of entering, one is excluded. (1997:3-4;6) 
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In a time of crisis - homelessness, betrayal and abuse - Toloki flees to the "waiting room". 
Yet, part of the reason he finds himself in a crisis in the first place, is because of his deviant 
behaviour, relative to the other township residents, who submissively pay the corrupt 
vigilantes their "taxes" (bribes). Initially, rather than Toloki's relegation to this heterotopia of 
deviance having the remedial effect of creating compliance in him so that he can assimilate 
once more into his society, it drives him to deviate further. As he adopts the persona of the 
Professional Mourner, coupled with all its created (sometimes offensive) idiosyncrasies, the 
"waiting room", as a heterotopia of deviance, seems an appropriate place for Toloki - and he 
considers it so. Thus, we come to understand Foucault's observation above that, simply by 
entering the heterotopia of the "waiting room", Toloki is excluded from society. Similarly on 
this note, while Achebe's theory of the "man of two worlds" certainly has its place, it is 
important to acknowledge Toloki's own responsibility in his having nowhere to belong at this 
stage. In his painting all of his village homeboys and homegirls with the same brush as the 
crafty and corrupt coffin-maker, he appears almost as judgemental of them now as they were 
of him in his youth. While he has not chosen to walk the selfish path of the likes of 
Nefolovhodwe, one might argue that he has chosen to walk a self-righteous path that is also 
far from ideal, living in intentional isolation, priding himself on his rigid adherence to self-
made customs, and denigrating those who do not appreciate this. However, after his 
reconciliation with Noria, Toloki's perception of his heterotopian home is somewhat 
disrupted. This is in keeping with Foucault's final comment on heterotopias:  
On the one hand they perform the task of creating a space of illusion that reveals how all of real space 
is more illusory, all the locations within which life is fragmented. On the other, they have the function 
of forming another space, another real space, as perfect, meticulous, and well-arranged as ours is 
disordered, ill-conceived, and in a sketchy state. This heterotopia is not one of illusion but of 
compensation. (1997:6, emphasis mine)  
For many years, Toloki was content living the life of a hermit and a hobo, but, once he 
reconnects with Noria and begins to spend time with her in her community, things begin to 
change. As per Foucault's suggestion, Toloki's heterotopia has the effect of reintroducing him 
to "real" space. Here, the stark binaries of good and evil that allowed Toloki to be isolated 
simply because he could not fit into either aspect of the binary are found to be less definitive 
than he previously thought. Unexpectedly for him, Toloki now hates the "waiting room" 
where he lives, finding fault with it in ways that he never previously did:  
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The fact that he has taken it in his stride for all the years he has lived in waiting rooms seems to escape 
his mind. Nor does the question of why all of a sudden he can no longer tolerate it, when it has been a 
part of his life for so long...He is making a major change in his life, and it is not clear in his mind why 
he is doing it. (Mda, 1995:117)  
Subsequently, the rest of the novel recounts Toloki's journeys from the liminal space of 
Foucault's heterotopia to belonging. Mda's social commentary in Ways Dying thus introduces 
the reader to what it may look like to forge a place to belong in a post-apartheid society 
fraught with neo-colonial practices and dualistic cultural conceptions.  
 
2.3. Don as the Man of Two Worlds 
In Ways of Dying, in 1995, Mda highlighted the deficiency among the black community 
living in the squalor of the township, while the emerging black petite bourgeoisie looked on. 
Then, in 2009, in Black Diamond, Mda brings to our attention not only the neo-colonialist 
attitudes of the black elite, but also the awareness of the black lower and middle classes of 
such attitudes. These are the "grumblings" that Mda (2004:11) refers to in the article cited at 
the start of this chapter. In my introduction to this dissertation, I criticised Fincham's 
implication that Mda's portrayal of black subjects who are not essentialised as impoverished 
and disempowered cannot be a serious social issue. She views Mda as "speak[ing] for the 
marginalised and dispossessed in his native South Africa", and she is correct in her 
observation that "Mda's protagonists are typically poor and ordinary people whose voices 
have been silenced under apartheid" (2011:4, emphasis mine). Nevertheless, her suggestion 
that Black Diamond, which focuses on the black middle class, is less able to make "serious 
socio-political statements" (2011:155) than Mda's earlier novels is problematic because it 
simply re-essentialises blackness, and re-marginalises black subjects in South Africa. Indeed, 
she considers Soweto to be the "real heart of the novel" (2011:17). The importance of Mda's 
portrayal of urban and township space in his novels is an issue I discuss in the final chapter of 
this dissertation, but it must be said that Fincham’s reading of Black Diamond appears to be 
weighted with her own assumptions of township life, blackness and South African identity. 
Conversely, Ngwenya commends Mda for his courage to confront the true state of the nation 
under the democratic government, honouring him with the likes of African writers such as 
Achebe, Ngugi and Soyinka, who, like Mda, use prose to communicate their disappointment 
with postcolonial corruption, materialism and neo-colonial tendencies of the black petite 
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bourgeoisie (2009:9).  The novel euphemistically refers to this state of affairs as a "managed 
democracy", and even the novel's chapter titles "show how the discourse of the liberation 
struggle is gradually being superseded by the discourse of wealth accumulation" (Ngwenya, 
2009:8). 
Like Toloki, Mda’s protagonist, Don, in Black Diamond is also cast as the “man of two 
worlds”, in that he belongs neither to the world of the (neo)colonialist urban dweller, nor the 
indigenous township dweller. This is because of his refusal to conform to either the ways of 
the Black Diamond, as suggested by his girlfriend, as well as his failure to conform to the 
blame-shifting ways of his former struggle comrades.  In this section, I shall examine the way 
in which Don's character develops to the point of being able to exist securely in what could 
otherwise be considered a distressing liminal space. Much of this hinges on his willingness to 
conform to urban culture while also appropriating some of his preferred township culture, and 
I shall discuss this link between place and hybrid culture further in the final chapter. 
In Black Diamond, Don's character represents the black middle class, but it is his wrestling 
with the status quo of his cultural sub-group that makes him honourable in the author's 
portrayal of him. It is not that he is perfect. In fact, we read that he drives drunk (Mda, 
2009:154); he is unfaithful to his girlfriend (2009:154); and he charges his outings to the 
Department of Justice (2009:201). Nonetheless, there are disclaimers that seem to counteract 
any negative opinions that the reader may be tempted to form of him: he always uses a 
condom to prevent STIs (2009:116) and he always drives in the left lane when drunk to avoid 
accidents (2009:208). Strangely, he is responsible even when he is irresponsible; it is as if he 
lives in reality when it comes to his shortcomings. Although much less so than Toloki in 
Ways of Dying (or even the character of Camagu in The Heart of Redness), Don is self-
reflexive and self-critical in a way that many of the other characters in the Black Diamond are 
not. 
The black elite sector of society in Black Diamond is represented by the caricature of Dr 
Molotov Mbungane, who is derisively called "Comrade Capitalist" behind his back by those 
with whom he fought in the guerrilla war (2009:9). It is difficult to miss the irony in Mda's 
choice of either of these names: the Molotov cocktail is a rudimentary petrol bomb, whose 
name originated as a derogatory slur by the Finns against the Soviet foreign minister during 
the Winter War of 1939. While the mocking origins of this name are an obvious insult by the 
author against the sub-group Mbungane represents, the reality of the illegal and destructive 
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nature of the petrol bomb should not be overlooked. Similarly, the nickname "Comrade 
Capitalist" is an obvious oxymoron that reveals Mbungane's exploitation of his struggle 
credentials in order to hoard wealth for himself, while neglecting his former comrades. In this 
way, he may be compared to the corrupt coffin maker, Nefolovhodwe, in Ways of Dying. 
These deductions about Mbungane are substantiated as the novel tells us that he received 
honorary doctorates after becoming an overnight dollar billionaire. We are also told that Don 
was Mbungane's commander in the war until he (Mbungane) made a mistake and was sent to 
Robben Island, where he met and befriended the struggle leaders, and got a university 
education. All this occurred while Don was in Angola and Mozambique leading sabotage 
expeditions. Now, Mbungane is the richest black man in the country, while Don is middle 
management in a security company, even acting as a foot soldier when there are not enough 
bodyguards available. The wry irony of this scenario is evident in the fact that Mbungane 
appears to have achieved his billionaire status through being a bumbling idiot, who was 
imprisoned and, thus, afforded exceptional opportunity. This idea is underscored by the 
associations of the petrol bomb with novice warfare and random collateral damage. 
Conversely, Don, who works hard and succeeds at his mission in the struggle, is overlooked. 
It is said that Don has long since accepted his "menial status" (Mda, 2009:11) at VIP security, 
which indicates for the reader the high standard to which he, and his peers, aspire, since his 
job is already respectable and secure. There is grave bitterness on Don's behalf from Tumi, 
who has never forgiven any of his former comrades for being successful beneficiaries of the 
government's BEE policy, while her fiancé is (in her eyes) relegated to working for a security 
company. Indeed, this feeling is understandable, as we come to know that Don's mother was 
tortured to death while Don was pursued during the struggle. Now his struggle name, AK 
Bazooka, lives on only in songs sung at parades on Freedom Day, Youth Day or Human 
Rights Day. This is an unusual picture of the injustice of inequality in the new South Africa. 
Once again, the struggle name that Mda chooses for Don, which refers to both the AK-47 and 
bazooka (rocket launcher), alludes to more sophistication and skill, as well as targeted, 
intentional execution power. 
The selfish values represented by Mbungane's character, are supported by Mda's construction 
of characters, such as Kenny Meno and Tumi, who desire to follow in his footsteps. So strong 
is this desire that they have long since come to accept and adhere to corrupt and nepotistic 
methods in business transactions. This is evident in ironic statements in the novel, such as 
this one by Kenny Meno: "Even those of us who may resist at first, professing some 
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misguided conscience, we always end up with a broad self-satisfied grin and the dazed eyes 
of a cat that has eaten too much cream" (Mda, 2009:89, emphasis mine). While Tumi 
dismisses Mbungane's advantage as an excuse for Don's failures, for Don, the nail in his 
coffin is that he lacks that which Mbungane relies on: "political capital" (Mda, 2009:88). It is 
through political capital, we are told, that Mbungane morphed from a poor child in an Eastern 
Cape village to a Marxist guerrilla to a political prisoner to an MP and cabinet minister in the 
first Mandela government. Political capital amounts to financial capital and equity in some of 
the biggest corporations after civil service, according to the novel: "When you have political 
clout, white capital comes knocking at your door to drag you screaming into its boardrooms" 
(Mda, 2009:89). Mbungane's political capital makes him palatable to white businessmen, 
giving him an inroad to top industries. Mda reveals the sad truth that although Mbungane was 
Don's subordinate in the bush, and although Don strategized, made decisions, acquitted 
himself well and became a hero who is still sung of today, many young black South Africans 
aspire to be like Mbungane, rather than Don. Mbungane conducts himself selfishly in 
business, partnering with corrupt crony capitalists and injecting stolen money into the South 
African economy, while marketing himself as a philanthropist and altruist. Like Mbungane, 
many political prisoners have now become savvy businessmen who still see themselves as 
loyal to the liberation struggle (2009:80). Mda describes their disposition thus:  
The Johannesburg country club: opened after Rhodes died. The Black Diamonds consider themselves 
the new "Randlords". Like the original Randlords, our Black Diamonds come from humble 
backgrounds and suffer the same prejudices that were piled on their predecessors by the snooty English 
establishment which accused them of being the nouveau riche with garish tastes. Now the critics who 
pile these insults on the new guys are the heirs of the original Randlords, who have long settled 
comfortably into old money with its supposed lack of presentation and ostentation. (2009:85) 
The difficulty presented here is the bitter reality of the unequal distribution of wealth in post-
apartheid South Africa. A comment is made in Black Diamond that "the fruits of the 
liberation are not for the foot soldier" (2009:82). This concept is difficult for Don to swallow, 
since cadres never saw each other as foot soldiers, but rather all as comrades. This is no 
longer the case, although the term "comrades" is bandied about despite disparity. For 
example, the novel tells us: "Molotov organised a Christmas party for his staff and Don went 
with Tumi. She found it ridiculous that both Molotov and his white wife Cathy addressed the 
bodyguards as 'comrade' as if they were all equal, whereas they bodyguards called him 
'chief'" (Mda, 2009:13). The picture in the extract above, of young Black Diamonds revelling 
in belonging to a country club that was off limits a few years ago - this is mimicry at work - 
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forces us to concede that colonialism is not a new thing, nor is it something that no longer 
occurs, although its form may be ever evolving. Here, Mda once again substantiates 
predictions made by Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth (1961), predictions that were 
echoed also by Mda in previous years, about a neo-colonial attitude of the black petite 
bourgeoisie after independence, in this case freedom from apartheid. Additionally, the 
perpetuity of Bhabha's insistence that "what is disavowed is not repressed but repeated as 
something different—a mutation, a hybrid" (1985:35) is demonstrated. In the extract above 
alone, the trappings of colonialism can be seen as far back as the English, who oppressed the 
Afrikaners, who, in turn, implemented the apartheid regime, and who are now confronted 
with the liberated black elite, whom they criticise, despite the fact that they mirror one 
another. This is what is meant by the suggestion that "mimicry is never very far from 
mockery" (Ashcroft et al., 1998:139). Ultimately, there is a definite sense that history repeats 
itself, albeit in varied forms, such that Don's comment, "It's no different from the days of 
apartheid. Only now it's black discriminating against black" (Mda, 2009:91), while extreme, 
rings true in many ways. The use of the inclusive pronoun by the narrator when referring to 
"our Black Diamonds" in the extract above could be seen to imply the reader's complicity in 
the current state of affairs, causing the reader to reflect on whether this might be true. The 
converse effect is also possible: the reader's anticipated anger at the extravagant lifestyle of 
these Black Diamonds may cause the reader to disassociate from them, realising that the post-
apartheid government does not always have the interests of the majority at heart.  
Despite their both conforming to the accoutrements of middle-class life, Don and Tumi differ 
significantly in their view of the struggle, and the legacy that apartheid has left. For example, 
Tumi discourages Don from consorting with his friends from the military, Fontyo and Bova, 
because, in her eyes, they represent the apathetic sector of black society, having made 
nothing of themselves after apartheid. Instead, where they once pointed the finger at the white 
man for their woes, they now point the finger at BEE fat cats, lamenting the inequality 
amongst blacks in the new South Africa. They are particularly bitter about their having 
fought for freedom, only to find that they enjoy none of the spoils. Don criticises Tumi: 
"To you, Fontyo and Bova are an embarrassment, Tumi. To me, they are the real heroes of the 
struggle." 
"Heroes? What heroes? Fontyo and Bova have not come to terms with the success of their own 
struggle."  
"Don't start on that again. Those men when through hell and when they come home, what do they 
find?" 
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"We are enjoying the first fruits of the struggle, Don. It is their problem if they want to sit on the 
sidelines."  
"That's very insensitive." 
"Your friends, Don, are sitting in the taverns afraid to go out there and compete with mainstream 
society. Instead they are blaming those who are not afraid to face challenges. You'd be like that too if I 
had not taken you out of Wezile's. You would be guzzling beer all day long blaming your misfortunes 
on discrimination." 
"You don’t see the discrimination? It's no different from the days of apartheid. Only now it's black 
discriminating against black." 
"And what stops them from being on the right side of discrimination?  Positive thinking, Don; that's all 
they need.  (Mda, 2009:90)  
Kenny Meno, who is "reputed to have mastered the art of accumulation" (Mda, 2009:83), is 
of the opinion that: "Every black person, just by virtue of being black, was in the struggle" 
(Mda, 2009:85). This makes no sense to Don, who raises the issue of blacks who supported 
the system: "We work with them now because of Mandela's reconciliation policy…but we 
cannot claim that they were in the struggle too. Reconciliation must not make us rewrite 
history" (2009:86). Kenny argues: "Reconciliation is between blacks and whites…I don't 
know of any reconciliation programme between those blacks who supported the system and 
those who were fighting against it…all of them were struggling for something. All of them 
were victims of apartheid" (2009:86). His oversimplified perception of the reconciliation that 
needs to take place in order to move forward in post-apartheid South Africa might be seen to 
represent the majority view of those black elite benefitting from uneven distribution of 
wealth. For Kenny, reconciliation is reduced to a programme, whereby blacks and whites 
simply write new laws and decide to get along. For Don, conversely, the fraught and 
convoluted nature of apartheid history, and the legacy it has left, all needs to be dealt with. 
While Don looks to relationship and common understanding, Kenny looks to the superficial. 
At times, Don will echo the sentiments of authors, such as Jacob Dlamini in his literary non-
fiction, Native Nostalgia (2009), who long for the simplicity of township life during 
apartheid. 
It is not always easy to recognise the flaws in Don's character when juxtaposed with the likes 
of Kenny Meno and Molotov Mbungane, on the one hand, and Fontyo and Bova, on the 
other. It is tempting to cast Don as the happy medium between the two stereotypes and, in 
many ways, he is. Indeed his imperfection, or his humanity, is what makes the reader relate to 
him. However, it is important that we analyse this point about his character in light of 
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Achebe's theory of "the man of two worlds", in order to understand the difficulties that Don's 
character faces in the post-apartheid setting. Fontyo and Bova are cast as passive, 
unemployed, disillusioned, Marxist navel-gazers with no goals, preferring instead to blame 
others for their situation. In contrast, Mbungane is cast as a greedy, unethical, self-centred, 
overly ambitious, demanding BEE fat cat, who stumbled upon his fortune rather than earning 
it. Between the two extremes we find Don, a hard-working security guard, who acts with 
integrity most of the time and values relationship above social standing. The passage below 
demonstrates how, Don, when compared with Fontyo and Bova, is seen to understand much 
more than them the power of choice and responsibility for self: 
Don finds his two friends hanging out with a group of European tourists. This is  what they do all day 
long, ever since their demobilisation compensation ran out. They sit here all day long moaning about 
how Black Economic Empowerment has failed them and waiting for a friendly patron, most likely a 
tourist, to buy them a beer. Bova remains an ardent Marxist and blames all his problems on capitalism. 
He never stops telling everybody how the liberation movement sold out the struggle by taking a 
Thatcherite route…[Don] tries to encourage them to follow his lead and look for any job they can find 
instead of complaining in the taverns. But they are so disillusioned with life, with what they call crony 
capitalism in South Africa, and the betrayal by such comrades as Molotov whose mantra is that 
'accumulation cannot be democratised, comrades', that they have given up even trying. (Mda, 2009:40-
41)  
We observe here that Don acts maturely enough so as to avoid blaming his fate completely on 
his circumstances. Ironically, Bova, the supposed "ardent Marxist", spends his days 
freeloading from capitalist Europe, while bemoaning the evils thereof. Notably, Fontyo and 
Bova are not the only ones who feel the way they do; nor is it only blacks who feel this way. 
Throughout the novel, examples of those who feel similarly to them are portrayed. In this 
vein, Samin comments on the way in which Ways of Dying avoids condemning a white Other 
(2000b:26). Molakeng (2009:5) and Fincham (2011:vx) also praise Mda's impartial fictional 
treatment of his characters of diverse races and backgrounds. In the scene in which Kristin's 
character feeds the hoboes in the park (Mda, 2009:48), we observe the increasing number of 
broken-spirited white hoboes, who blame the blacks and Mandela's cabinet for the loss of 
their jobs due to affirmative action. In response, one black hobo remarks:  
Every one of you white guys blame affirmative action, even those who never had an honest job in their 
lives in the first place…those who had been cushioned by the welfare state that the Afrikaner had 
created for himself. Where is this affirmative action that one of us here can see? (Mda, 2009:48)  
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As with Tumi's aforementioned glib response to Don's insights about discrimination 
(2009:90), the white hoboes, instead of acknowledging any truth in this comment, simply 
complain amongst themselves that "in the new South Africa blacks can talk shit without 
impunity" (2009:48). At another point in the novel, we observe Don's reluctance to give 
money to beggars out of concern for perpetuating dependency (2009:62). This is in direct 
contrast to Kristin's feeding scheme, which I comment more on in the next chapter. While 
Tumi incorrectly interprets Don's reluctance as an expression of xenophobia, Don clarifies 
that his problem is not with foreigners, but with the lack of order and legality, such that 
destitute refugees are lumped in with a large number of down and out South Africans who 
refuse to exercise their power of choice. Don elaborates that even as a refugee in exile during 
apartheid, he was forced to produce valid documentation for his residence (Mda, 2009:62-
63). Conversely, Don also has no sympathy for white beggars whom he believes squandered 
their opportunity during apartheid when wealth, health and education were skewed in their 
favour (Mda, 2009:230). 
Through these varied examples, Mda reveals that the issue of taking responsibility for 
oneself, or the lack thereof, is not a racial issue; nor is it an issue that relates only to the 
legacy left by apartheid. Mda uses the characters of Fontyo and Bova to demonstrate the 
reality that many South Africans do not understand this dynamic, instead perceiving the 
struggle as a type of inverted apartheid, with Africanist values. Certainly this is confirmed 
when Fontyo and Bova discover Don's decision to leave Tumi and continue a relationship 
with Kristin. They consider it unacceptable to leave a "homegirl" for a white woman (and the 
previous chapter highlighted Don's own misgivings initially), coming to Tumi's defence, her 
own disdain for them notwithstanding. To them, there is no differentiating between someone 
like Molotov Mbungane, who is guilty of neglecting his first black wife in order to gain 
financial advantage by taking a white wife, and Don. Fontyo says: 
"He thinks a white woman's cake is the fastest way to becoming like Comrade Capitalist…Soon he will 
be looking down on us, treating us like dirt like he is doing to Tumi." 
Bova looks him straight in the eye and asks, "Comrade AK, did we fight the liberation struggle so that 
we can get between the thighs of white women? Do you think our comrades died for that?"  
Don is taken aback by the vehemence and disgust in his voice. (Mda, 2009:258) 
For Fontyo and Bova, issues of cultural identity are reduced or oversimplified to revolve only 
around race. To be with a white woman (or to relate too closely to whites) is, quite simply, to 
undermine the struggle. The implication of this is that the aim of the struggle was to 
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disassociate black South Africans from whites entirely, rather than to be reconciled to them, 
as Mandela, at the advent of democracy, insisted on. As the author uses Don's character to 
guide the reader in exploring this issue, it is evident that, in many ways, Don does, in fact, 
understand what it means to take responsibility for himself. The liberation struggle, life in 
post-apartheid South Africa, responsibility for self and exercising choice is not only 
perceived within the dichotomy of black and white for Don, although he does wrestle with 
this tension at times. Instead, his main difficulty revolves around whether he is able to 
understand these things apart from the expectations of others, Tumi in particular. We have 
seen already that Tumi prides herself on rescuing Don from the same fate as Fontyo and 
Bova, and perhaps she did. Nevertheless, regardless of the catalyst for Don's wake-up call, 
his character development can only be considered successful if he is portrayed as secure in 
himself, with a true understanding of agency - his power to act - regardless of circumstances 
that are sometimes beyond his control. Sadly, while Don undergoes positive change, we also 
observe the unfortunate fate of Fontyo and Bova, who persist in their abdication of 
responsibility. They eventually resort to armed robbery in an attempt to regain economic 
stability, but Fontyo is captured and Bova is killed. Blind to his faults until the bitter end, 
Fontyo casts blame at Don's feet: "Your people killed Bova, you bloody capitalist pig" (Mda, 
2009:278). Through the characters of Fontyo and Bova, the novel comments on the way in 
which an initial refusal to exercise choice, followed by poor judgement in exercising choice 
(one underpinned by a sense of entitlement and vengefulness), leads to destruction. Don's role 
as the man of two worlds is reiterated in Fontyo's inclusion of Don in Mbungane's sphere of 
society as a "capitalist pig". Despite this, in the eyes of Tumi, Mbungane, Kenny Meno, and 
even Don himself, he does not belong to the Black Diamond elite. Don's quest to find a place 
to belong in post-apartheid society once again hinges on his ability to appropriate for himself 
some kind of hybridised culture, so as to exist securely between the two. 
 
2.4. Conclusion 
This chapter examined Mda's critique of neo-colonialism in both Ways of Dying and Black 
Diamond. After my examination of Ways of Dying in this chapter, it is now evident that there 
are steps that Toloki may take in order to reintegrate back in to society, and overcome his 
position as the "man of two worlds" - if, indeed, it is something that needs overcoming. 
However, my argument in the previous chapter emphasises that these changes cannot occur 
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without reconciliation with the people and ways of his past. This is not to say that he should 
be like them, or that he should revert to old ways of living. It is simply to point out that 
without making peace with both the positive and negative aspects of his past, and learning the 
appropriate ways in which to assimilate them into - or reject them from - his present, Toloki's 
character has little hope of truly meaningful progression and maturity in his future. While his 
resourcefulness, resilience and determination are admirable traits, part of his character 
development involves his discovery that such values are not without their dark sides. It is 
possible to be too extreme in these characteristics, too proud of one's ideals - and too 
judgemental of those who live differently. In the end, Toloki needs to learn that his desperate 
decision to follow a "new path that involved sacrifice, self-denial and spiritual flagellation" 
(Mda, 1995:119, emphasis mine) can be tempered in such a way that he need not completely 
forego the benefits of personal growth and relationship with others that have the power to 
bring joy and contentment to life.  
Likewise, we may come to consider Don's character, in Black Diamond, as a palatable 
medium between the lazy and pessimistic characters of Fontyo and Bova, and the selfish and 
corrupt characters of Kenny Meno and Molotov Mbungane. Nevertheless, we must 
acknowledge that, in reality, he, like Toloki in his heterotopia, is caught in a kind of liminal 
space. He, too, is a "man of two worlds", with nowhere to belong. While Fontyo and Bova 
are cynical about the state of the nation, Don is realistic and hopeful, but not naïve. He is 
critical of Fontyo and Bova, encouraging them to make different choices, as well as critical of 
the likes of Mbungane and the black elite.  
Throughout his novels Mda makes reference to human connection and hybrid culture as the 
proposed solutions to this kind of liminality. These are the focus of the chapters that follow. 
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Chapter Three: Of Men and Gods -  
Ubuntu, Spirituality and Cultural Hybridity in Ways of Dying and Black Diamond 
 
3.1. Introduction 
This section examines Mda's commentary on the significance of human connections or 
relationships in the post-apartheid setting, through a study of characterisation in both Ways of 
Dying and Black Diamond. Here, I discuss Mda's "…use [of] the creative space afforded by 
the narrative form of the novel to find ways in which individuals can find solace in human 
interactions, human trust and human kindness" (Bell, 2009:131). This need for human 
connection, the idea of existing and finding our identity primarily in relation to others, is an 
ongoing theme in Mda's plays and novels. For example, his early plays, such as The Hill 
(1980), promote fundamental humanism, and Dark Voices Ring (1979) tells the story of an 
old woman who must re-enter the world of others and be rehabilitated into society. This is 
similar to the character of The Whale Caller (2005), in the novel of the same name, who 
reconnects with society through his relationship with the character of Saluni. Mda's 
veneration of the communal living associated with African tradition is common to his 
portrayal of rural, urban and peri-urban communities in both Ways of Dying and Black 
Diamond, as well as other novels such as The Heart of Redness (2000) and The Whale Caller. 
Nevertheless, Mda, in the way he constructs his protagonists, also supports the advancement 
of self and society in ways that may be considered more Western in derivation. As such, I 
shall examine the role of the African philosophy of ubuntu (social humanism), the roles of 
Eastern, Western and African belief systems, and spirituality in Ways of Dying and Black 
Diamond, and the way in which these interact with ideas pertaining to cultural hybridity in 
Mda's novels. Ubuntu may be defined thus: 
Though it is a broad cultural concept, Ubuntu is effectively expressed by the proverb common to most 
South African languages, motho ke motho ka botho (Sotho), or umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu (Nguni). 
This proverb, translated as 'a person is a person through others', establishes a perception of the world in 
which the self is not created through self-determination, but primarily through the sacrifices of others 
(birth, protection, support) and through the interaction of the self with others. (MacDonald, 2009:134-
5) 
Where Western liberalism moves from the individual to the society, African humanism 
moves from society to the individual: "the concept of the society is not the socialist one of a 
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collection of individuals, but the communal one of unity at the centre of people's beings" 
(Chapman, 1998:96). The concept of ubuntu at work in Mda's novels operates in such a way 
that "the dichotomy of the individual and the society is rendered invalid in the formulation 
that involvement in community with others permits one's self-actualization as a distinctive 
person. With ubuntu recognized as a principle of conduct, we are forced to reconsider the 
concepts of Africa and the West" (Chapman, 1998:96, emphasis mine). Once again, 
Chapman's insights reveal for us the difficulties that arise if we attempt to analyse Mda's 
literature within the stark binaries of African and Western influences. Instead, it is prudent to 
acknowledge the hybrid nature of Mda's literature, which is reflective of the cultural 
hybridity he advocates through his fiction. 
This hybrid literary style is demonstrated by Mda's incorporation of characteristics of African 
oral tradition in novels that are constructed in the Western literary style. One such example 
deriving from African orality is his inclusion of a communal narrator in both Ways of Dying 
and Black Diamond. Numerous conceptions of storytelling in the South African context 
emphasise the communication of communal experience by a sharer of experience or a 
participatory narrator. According to the appraisals of Michael Vaughan (1988) and Mike 
Kirkwood (cited in Matshoba, 1986), the art of storytelling in South African fiction may be 
summarised as necessarily including the following traits: a focus on the communal or popular 
experiences, instead of the interiority of an individual character; a focus on situation, instead 
of characterisation; subjectivity or self-reflection of characters; a participatory narrator – the 
friend or sharer of experience – who offers practical counsel; concern with a range of 
communal experiences (the map of experience); and elements of conversation. Both Ways of 
Dying and Black Diamond meet all of these criteria, especially as it relates to the 
participatory narrator. The narrators in Ways of Dying, for example, who represent the voice 
of the community, say: 
We know everything about everybody. We even know the things that happen when we are not there; 
things that happen behind people's closed doors deep in the middle of the night. We are the all-seeing 
eye of the village gossip. When in orature the storyteller begins the story, 'They say it once 
happened…', we are the 'they'. No individual owns any story; the community is the owner of the story 
and can tell it the way it deems fit. (Mda, 1995:12) 
In fact, there is a sense that the community almost has power to orchestrate people's lives, of 
their movement beyond the realm of the omniscient narrator into a kind of omnipotence in 
the story world. The narrators are intricately connected to the characters of Toloki and Noria 
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so that they take an interest in their lives and share in their trials and triumphs: "We never 
stopped following their disparate and meagre lives. We were happy when they were happy. 
And felt pain when they were hurt. In the beginning, there were times when we tried to get 
them together...But our efforts disappeared like sweat in the hair of a dog" (Mda, 1995:13). In 
other novels by Mda, such as The Madonna of Excelsior, the communal narrator has meant 
that: "the reader then becomes part of the community. This is something you do find a lot in 
the oral tradition. We talk in terms of 'we', we the community. The community is 
everywhere…We have a common story to tell. We have experienced this story together" 
(Mda, cited in Kachuba, 2005). 
From a textual or fictional perspective, this kind of postmodern fusion of oral and written 
traditions ultimately aids Mda's veneration of cultural hybridity, because it allows him to 
position himself as an African speaker, "as aware of indigenous tradition as…cosmopolitan 
literary practice" (Barris, 2009:43). It is also one of the primary techniques Mda uses in order 
to comment on society. In Black Diamond, for example, the communal narrator "not only 
gives the reader useful cues about the inner workings of characters but also provides direct 
commentary on the issues facing the emerging South African nation" (Ngwenya, 2009:9). 
Ngwenya also acknowledges the reality of the communal narrator as a construct, whereby the 
author is, in fact, able to insert himself into the novel. These "recurrent authorial intrusions" 
are helpful in exploring "the values and principles underpinning the emerging South African 
constitutional democracy and to show how these values are at odds with the actual patterns of 
behaviours both in government and civil society" (2009:9). Through his narrators, Mda seeks 
to present his characters and, in turn, his readers, with advice on how to conduct their lives 
and solve their problems, by communicating conventional African wisdom. This 
subsequently affirms its relevance, while simultaneously managing to distance him from it: 
To say that ‘the community is the owner of the story, and it can tell it the way it  deems it fit’ (Mda, 
1995, 12), when the facts of the matter dictate that Mda is the owner of the story, points to the real 
content of that statement, which is ideological. Mda wishes to reflect an African narrative tradition and 
to align that reflection with his developmental ideology…Returning the narrative task (albeit 
principally at a symbolic level) to the community, from which oral narrative originates, affirms and 
 expresses this developmental ideology. (Barris, 2009:43)  
Most importantly for the purposes of this chapter, Mda's decision to include the communal 
narrator is reflective of his preoccupation with human connections, or the spirit of ubuntu. In 
Ways of Dying, this focus on human connection is presented to the reader by way of the 
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protagonist, Toloki's, reintegration into society from the waiting room discussed in the 
previous chapter. This occurs as his relationship with Noria deepens, and as his character 
develops and comes to grips with his hybridised culture. In Black Diamond, it is 
communicated primarily through the conflict that Don's character experiences because of his 
disconnect from his black girlfriend, Tumi, and the Westernised lifestyle they pursue. It is 
also revealed through the ironic catalyst of his relationship with Kristin's character, a white 
Afrikaans magistrate, a relationship which generates character development and the 
acceptance of hybridisation. 
 
3.2. Ways of Dying and Ubuntu: Mda's Move from Spirituality to Social Humanism 
Previous chapters of this dissertation have demonstrated that, in Ways of Dying, Mda 
proposes cultural hybridity as the inroad to overcoming some of the moral and social failures 
of post-apartheid society: corruption, negligence, arrogance, entitlement, irreverence. This is 
because Mda constructs Toloki as a character who embraces cultural hybridity in order to 
evoke positive change. Despite valuing the way things have always been done, as outlined in 
chapter one, Toloki amends and adapts his ways throughout the course of the novel, as his 
character develops through interaction with others. For example, he willingly receives Noria's 
advice that he should bathe more often. She points out: "Just because your profession 
involves death, it doesn't mean you have to smell like a dead rat" (Mda, 195:98). 
Subsequently, the next time a freshly-bathed Toloki commutes to the settlement to visit 
Noria, he notices that no one turns their back on him or covers their noses (Mda, 1995:100). 
He enjoys the positive response that his change arouses, and all because he is open to 
applying the good advice offered by a friend he trusts. He observes the benefit of 
relinquishing certain aspects of tradition for the sake of improved living - in this case, not 
only for him, but also for those around him, who no longer cringe at his foul body odour. 
Seemingly minor suggestions for change, such as this, communicated in ways pertinent to 
Toloki's character, have more universal connotations when we apply their content. Here, Mda 
takes something like personal hygiene, which is comprised for the majority by a lack of 
sanitation under apartheid, and he highlights the measure of choice that one has in response to 
even dire circumstances. Noria is not content to allow Toloki to use his vocation as an excuse 
for a lack of self-care and consideration of others. Likewise, she cares for herself (in the area 
of personal hygiene and beyond) and others in whatever way she can, not allowing her 
59 
 
squalid living conditions to become an excuse for not taking responsibility for self. There is 
an implication that one can emerge literally clean, or possibly figuratively untainted, from 
filthy circumstance. While this is but one, rather minor, example of embracing change for the 
better, Toloki functions in this exemplary role in a number of ways in the novel, some of 
which I shall later explore in greater depth. In developing Toloki's character in this way, Mda 
implies a move away from ethereal spirituality, since Toloki's primary reasons for bathing 
infrequently and splashing himself with his malodourous cologne was linked to his attempt at 
being more spiritual, perhaps to transcend the human frailty that caused his past 
disappointments. Through Noria's character, Mda suggests that this over-elaborate spirituality 
is not what is needed to acquire the belonging and purpose that Toloki longs for. Rather, the 
ability to achieve this is placed in Toloki's own hands, in connection with those around him. 
This is provided that he can come to terms with a hybridised culture, living interdependently 
and symbiotically with his community. This point demonstrates the spirit of ubuntu, as it 
pertains to an understanding of self in society. Yet, ubuntu also refers to the standing of 
others, in relation to oneself. 
It is, once more, apart from his spirituality that Toloki learns the importance of helping those 
in need. We observe this in the scene in which he and Noria visit Madimbhaza's house for 
orphaned and abandoned children, which is dubbed "The Dumping Ground". She 
(Madimbhaza) supports these children with her monthly pension, saying: "'All I want to do in 
life now is give them a good start and teach them to be good human beings when they grow 
up'" (Mda, 1995:168). It occurs to Toloki that with Noria being as young and healthy as she 
is, she could have taken any number of jobs that would have paid her enough to live, but she 
has chosen to live a life of charity, caring for crippled orphans: "The twilight mum says that 
in addition to good children, God has given her good neighbours. Noria is one of the very 
best" (Mda, 1995:168). This philosophy of communal living, encapsulated by the spirit of 
ubuntu, is reiterated when we learn that Noria has no relatives, rather "the street committee 
are her relatives" (Mda, 1995:10). She "has always lived in communion with her fellow-
villagers, and with other people from all parts of the country who have settled in the squatter 
camp" (Mda, 1995:13). This is demonstrated when Toloki helps Noria to rebuild her shack: 
the children from the community bring her water to settle her floor. Then the adults bring her 
other household items and food. Noria remarks: "It is our life here at the settlement, Toloki. 
We are like two hands that wash each other" (Mda, 1995:69). Through Noria's character Mda 
emphasises the importance of sharing with those in need, those who cannot give back, even 
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when one does not have much oneself. This is an important lesson for Toloki's character in 
particular because he has, as I discussed in chapter two, been hurt by those who had the 
means to provide for him in his need, but chose not to. He was neglected and abused, and 
because of it chose not to fraternise with anyone who might hurt him or others in that way 
again. Now, however, he finds that there are those like Noria and her colleagues who give 
freely of themselves to the neglected and abused, to the point of having almost nothing 
themselves. He also discovers the joy they receive from it, so that Toloki says: "It is Noria 
who knows how to live" (Mda, 1995:169). In this way, "Ways of Dying goes beyond the 
documentation of violence and seeks a form of salvation and redemption in mutual human 
kindness and the creative energy of individuals in a community" (Bell, 2009:125).  
Naturally, we realise that it would not be necessary for Noria and Toloki to serve others in 
their community so painstakingly if the government portrayed in the novel were adequately 
addressing the reconstruction of South African society. Mda is critical of the undesirable 
policies of the new dispensation, and he expresses his criticism in his fictional accounts of 
life. Ina Gräbe comments on the way in which Mda incorporates facts into his narrative, so as 
to present his social commentary more credibly:  
This factual basis makes Mda's explicit or implied criticism more credible as he addresses the 
inadequacies of the new political leadership to confront the problems which ordinary South Africans 
have to contend with on a daily basis. For example, the stories recontextualized in Ways of Dying were 
lifted from reports on violent deaths in the townships which appeared in a South African newspaper, 
while the character of Camagu in The Heart of Redness reflects Mda's own experience of failing to 
secure viable employment in the 'new' South Africa on his return to the country after a prolonged 
period of voluntary exile. (2008:163) 
In light of Gräbe's comment, we may consider that, although the relationship that plays out 
between Toloki and Noria in the novel is a fictional one, the factual basis of the background 
against which their relationship develops conveys to the reader the plausibility of human 
connection as a positive influence in the post-apartheid reality. This accuracy of history and 
geography is but one technique that Mda uses in creating literature that comments credibly 
and effectively on post-apartheid society. 
Another technique he employs in his novel writing is his ironic incorporation of well-known 
religious imagery in a veneration of a social humanism, which emphasises the inherent power 
and value of human beings. This is, depending on one's approach, either apart from 
spirituality and religion, or - more likely - with a hybridisation of various forms of spirituality 
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and religion. Mda also includes religious imagery in other novels. The Madonna of Excelsior 
is most obvious by its title, but also because of the inclusion of paintings by artist, Frans 
Claerhout. Similarly, The Whale Caller includes numerous allusions to acts of confession and 
absolution. 
In addition to this religious imagery, Mda makes use of magic realism in Ways of Dying, as 
well as all his novels set in South Africa, except Black Diamond. Social realism in art refers 
to the realistic depiction of contemporary life as a means of social or political commentary, 
while magic realism combines surreal elements of dream or fantasy into the same naturalistic 
technique. While this genre is associated most frequently with Latin-American writing, 
specifically that of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Mda insists that his inclusion of magic realism is 
an African storytelling tradition. This is because he considers African culture a magical 
culture, in which magic is taken for granted as part of reality (Naidoo, 1997:281). 
 
3.3. Religious Imagery and Magic Realism in Mda's Move to Social Humanism 
Towards the end of Ways of Dying, and after sharing the harrowing details of her son, Vutha 
the Second's, untimely death (Mda, 1995:185-191), Noria suggests that she and Toloki take a 
bath. While Toloki does not understand how this will make them feel better, his character is, 
by this stage in the novel, coming to understand the way in which people may shape one 
another: "he is willing to learn new ways of living. After all, Noria herself was quite willing 
to learn how to walk in the [imaginary] garden with him, to the extent that she is now a 
garden enthusiast in her own right" (Mda, 1995:192). The reference to walking in the 
"garden" here is symbolic of a biblical return to Eden, or perfection, such that the act of 
bathing together then appears reminiscent of Jesus washing his disciples' feet. The 
relationship between Toloki and Noria might also be compared with the biblical encounter 
between Jesus and the prostitute, Mary Magdalene, who reformed her ways after receiving 
Jesus' forgiveness and acceptance. Noria, after all, has a history of prostituting herself, but 
has now committed to a life of morality and serving others.  
Aside from this Christian imagery, the scene also includes the meditative silence and 
disavowal of the material realm that is more common to Eastern belief systems:  
They both kneel over the basin...They dazedly rub each other's backs, and slowly move on to other 
parts of their bodies. It is as though they are responding to rhythms that are silent for the rest of the 
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world, and can only be heard or felt like them...All this they do in absolute silence, and their 
movements are slow and deliberate. They are in a dream-like state, their thoughts concentrated only on 
what they are doing to each other. Nothing else matters. Nothing else exists...Toloki takes his perfume 
from his trolley, and gives it to her. She splashes some of it on his body. He does likewise to her body. 
Without saying a word to each other, they spread their blankets on the floor, and doss down - in their 
separate kingdoms. (Mda, 1995:192) 
Mda portrays this as a sacred ritual of sorts, something completely asexual and, therefore, 
transcending the significance of other carnal acts of union. As Toloki partakes in Noria's 
suggested bathing ritual, she partakes in his ritual of dousing himself with the sacred 
perfume. This reciprocity of gesture, the anointing of each other, affirms once again the spirit 
of ubuntu: they are cast as completely equal, yet completely individual; completely unique, 
yet completely united with each other. The fact that Mda has them kneeling before the basin 
not only links to religious ritual, but conjures in the mind of the reader an image of two 
humans on equal physical levels, emphasising their equal worth in a society plagued by 
discrimination. Their nakedness not only strips them of any possible sartorial indicators of 
superiority, but is once again symbolic of a return to the biblical Garden of Eden, where 
Adam and Eve were naked and unashamed. In many ways, Toloki and Noria can be seen to 
take the best that the other has to offer - derived from all manner of Eastern, Western and 
African spirituality - and appropriate it for themselves, conveying notions of hybridised 
spirituality, as well as interdependence. They appear to have become better together than they 
were apart: "Noria and Toloki find mutual respect in each other. Noria learns from Toloki's 
humility how to live and from Noria, Toloki learns self-respect and sociability" (Bell, 
2009:125). Even without any kind of sexual relationship between them, their higher way of 
living is achieved simply through a greater understanding of life in community with each 
other - ubuntu - and a willingness to embrace cultural hybridity as a valid expression of 
culture. 
In keeping with the religious imagery, we discover, in a turn of magical realism, that Noria's 
second child was conceived without sexual intercourse. Noria relays a tale of strangers who 
visited her in her dreams and made love to her, and Toloki believes her fully, recalling with 
much seriousness that his father used to say that Noria was "a child of the gods" (Mda, 
1995:149). In this way, Noria comes to take on a role reminiscent of the virgin mother of 
Jesus Christ, Mary, who conceived a child immaculately. However, while the biblical account 
of Mary's conception records that the Spirit of God brought life to her womb, Noria's account 
refers to a plurality of strangers, which is more in keeping with an idea of African ancestors 
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or multiple gods. Mda, once again in his choice of imagery here, invokes a hybridised 
spirituality. After her second pregnancy, Noria gives birth to a child who looks exactly like 
her first child. She also gives him the same name as her first deceased son, for to Noria "he 
was the original Vutha who had come back to his mother" (Mda, 1995:150). Thus, Noria is 
seen to give birth to a child who dies at the hands of others and is resurrected, just as the 
Virgin Mary gave birth to Jesus Christ, who is recorded to have died and been resurrected. 
On the other hand, this image is also reflective of Eastern beliefs about reincarnation. Either 
way, this allusion to deity brings with it a significant measure of authority for Noria's 
character. That is, as Noria teaches Toloki how to live, she acquires a god-like authority that 
makes her instruction undeniably good and upright. It also puts her and Toloki, who reckons 
himself a holy man (even a self-made one), on a more equal footing. If Toloki had any 
remaining doubts about whether or not to submit to Noria's suggestions about how to live, 
certainly this revelation by Noria dispels any lingering reservations. Furthermore, Toloki 
greatly admires the fact that Noria also sleeps in the foetal position that is tradition to their 
village, despite her residing in the city. For him this is a sign of having retained her dignity in 
the unruly city, as well as a sign that she has similar values to him. This, too, imbues trust in 
her as she teaches him new ways of living. She is, for Toloki - and for the reader - an 
example of one who has embraced hybridised culture as a valid expression of culture, and she 
inspires him toward the same. 
Toloki and Noria are cast as super-human, even god-like, in their ability to shape their 
individual identities, while also influencing their community positively. Mda portrays their 
synergy as comparable to the deities of the Madonna and the Christ. Primarily, I believe this 
holds true simply because they are cast as those who transcend their severe circumstances in 
order to move forward. The spiritual allusions, such as that of the bathing ritual, the anointing 
of the body, the meditation and ritualised silence, invoke for the reader images of 
Catholicism, while also alluding to Eastern traditions of meditation. The sexual abstinence 
that portrays the denouncing of fleshly desire seems to imply a transcending of self-
centredness or carnal gratification to a new way of living that acknowledges our 
connectedness with those around us. Toloki and Noria come to demonstrate the principle of 
loving your neighbour as yourself, which underpins both Western Christian religion and the 
African spirit of ubuntu. This willing acceptance of responsibility is regardless of the fact that 
others, such as the new government, fall short of fulfilling their responsibilities. There is no 
casting around for someone to blame when, instead, action can be taken. They choose to 
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focus on what they can control, rather than what they cannot. These examples of religious 
imagery may seem to contradict my previous suggestion that Mda advocates for a move away 
from the spiritual frills to which Toloki clings in order to preserve his created identity. 
Nevertheless, I believe that Mda is, in fact, implying that true spirituality, that is, an 
enlightened way of life that has actual power to evoke change, is not found in the outward 
trappings of religion, but rather within us - our inherent power and value as human beings - 
and the way we relate to others. As if to confirm this higher and more peaceful state of being, 
Toloki sleeps naked for the first time since leaving his village. Aside from the 
aforementioned biblical symbolism, this is perhaps also symbolic of stripping away relational 
and internal conflict he has experienced since moving to the city. He has not slept in the nude 
in the city up to now in the novel, since he needs always to be ready to evacuate quickly in 
case of invasion. Now it is as though he has been reconciled with his former way of life 
before moving to the city. 
Following this, as if their enlightened way of living were miraculously affecting the world 
around them, Noria and Toloki receive news that her father and his mother, in their home 
village, have also begun cohabiting, causing a village scandal. As with Toloki and Noria, 
"both parents seem to live very well in their rustic simplicity and ignorance of the world, and 
do not seem to want for anything...They are, as a result, misguidedly happy" (Mda, 
1995:203). This news is delivered by the coffin-maker, Nefolovhodwe, who makes a 
surprising reappearance in Toloki's life. While Toloki responds to Nefolovhodwe with 
hostility: "Noria reprimands Toloki gently, saying that whatever Nefolovhodwe has done to 
Toloki in the past, he is their visitor at this moment. They must treat him with courtesy" 
(Mda, 1995:202). Toloki is encouraged to rise above the urge to retaliate against those who 
have wronged him, but rather to show them courtesy. This, too, is in keeping with the spirit 
of ubuntu. 
In a final picture of the past manifesting itself in the present, that is, in a literary conflation of 
death and life, animate and inanimate, waking and sleeping, past and present, Nefolovhodwe 
informs the two that Toloki's late father, Jwara, has been visiting him in his dreams. The 
figurines Jwara once created, which lay buried beneath rubble in Toloki's home village, are 
said to have been suffering apart from their rightful owner, such that Jwara's soul could not 
rest in peace or join the world of the ancestors unless the figurines were returned to Toloki. 
As Nefolovhodwe tarried in obeying the uneasy soul, Jwara continued to irk him, even 
destroying his (Nefolovhodwe's) treasured flea circus, as if for once standing up for the rights 
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of his son and thus atoning for his gross neglect of him during his living years. When the 
figurines are dug up after many years, they are glittering as if they had been freshly polished 
(Mda, 1995:205-6). When Toloki calls the figurines ugly, Noria chides him: "Toloki, the 
figurines are not ugly. Remember that my spirit is in them too. And we must never use that 
painful word again - ugly" (Mda, 1995:208). Although they are worried that the sinister-
looking figurines will scare the children, in fact, "everyone is absorbed in the figurines. The 
children are falling into such paroxysms of laughter that they roll around on the ground. 
Toloki is amazed to see that the figurines give pleasure to the children in the same way that 
Noria gave pleasure to the whole community back in the village" (Mda, 1995:210). Thus, 
Toloki is able to reconcile with Noria, with his former village way of life, and with his father, 
even in death. Toloki's acquisition of the sculptures "….is a physical recovery of what is 
repressed, and in terms of the ideology of the text this signifies the capacity of the spiritual 
wealth of the rural past to transfigure the urban environment" (Van Wyk, 1997:83). Once 
again, Toloki's new way of life, a life in which he is reconciled and at peace with his past, 
brings benefits not only for him, but for those around him. This is followed by even more 
religious imagery in the scene in which Toloki shares his cake with the many children who 
have gathered outside their shack, placing small pieces in their mouths like "sacramental 
wafers" (Mda, 1995:211). He is once again cast as the holy man who brings peace and 
goodness to those who gather to him, but he is a holy man who mimics Christian rituals, 
transposing a Western, Catholic culture into an African context, thereby creating a hybridised 
culture. 
As I mentioned in chapter one, Toloki's reconciliation both with Noria and his past is finally 
confirmed by the fact that he begins to draw again. Just as she did for his father, Jwara, Noria 
sings for Toloki as his muse, and he embarks on a frenzied surge of creation so that 
Shadrack's character calls theirs "a creative partnership" that should not be broken (Mda, 
1995:200): 
She [Noria] asks him to draw pictures of the children as well. Toloki tries, but he is unable to.  
"You remember, Noria, even back in the village I could never draw pictures of human figures."  
Noria jokingly says that maybe she should sing for him, as she used to do for Jwara. After all, Jwara 
was only able to create through Noria's song. Noria sings her meaningless song of old. All of a sudden, 
Toloki finds himself drawing pictures of the children playing…The drawing becomes frenzied, as 
Noria's voice rises. Passers-by stop to watch, and are overcome by warm feelings. It is as though Toloki 
is possessed by this new ability to create human figures. He breathes heavily with excitement, and his 
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palms are clammy. His whole body tingles, as he furiously gives shape to the lines on the paper. His 
breathing reaches a crescendo that is broken by an orgasmic scream. This leaves him utterly exhausted. 
At the same moment, Noria's song stops. The spell breaks, and the passers-by go on their way. Others 
come and look at Toloki's work, and say it is the work of a genius. In the same way that they read 
meaning in the shack he and Noria built, they say that the work has profound meaning. As usual, they 
cannot say what the meaning is. It is not even necessary to say, or even to know, what the meaning is. It 
is enough only to know that there is a meaning, and it is a profound one. (Mda, 1995: 200) 
This scene near the end of the novel is perhaps indicative of Toloki and Noria's final 
ascension towards god-likeness, because of the resultant creation of human figures in artistic 
form. Toloki was previously unable to draw human figures. The passage above 
communicates a fleshly embodiment of everything that Toloki has learnt up to this point in 
the novel. Mda's imagery communicates a visceral, bodily response in Toloki, from the 
description of how his body tingles, to the intensity of his breath and the clamminess of his 
palms and his screaming. In partnership with Noria, in a "frenzied" scene reminiscent of a 
transcendental sexual encounter as "Noria's voice rises" and Toloki "breathes heavily with 
excitement and his palms are clammy. His whole body tingles" until, in a "crescendo" he 
issues an "orgasmic scream" that leaves him "utterly exhausted", he acquires the ability to 
draw human figures. This is in keeping with Mda's prior use of religious imagery, in which 
the creation of the human is said to be God's most significant creation.  
Together, Toloki and Noria generate beauty and contentment and goodness, despite words 
spoken about Toloki in his childhood that he would never create anything beautiful. Indeed, 
without his reconciliation with Noria, perhaps he never would have again. This then, in 
addition to confirming the need for human connection, reiterates for the reader Mda's 
suggestion that understanding the role of the past in the present is imperative for forward 
motion. It is affirmed by the protagonists who decide to keep one of Jwara's figurines "to 
remind themselves of where they came from" (Mda, 1995:198). 
 
3.4. Black Diamond: Post-Millennial Concepts of Ubuntu and Cultural Hybridity 
An examination of characterisation in Ways of Dying reveals the African philosophy of 
ubuntu expressed in the communal setting of the black South African township. I also made 
clear Mda's suggestion that this African ideal can be hybridised with both Western and 
Eastern values, in order to embrace a new - not definitive, yet completely valid - culture. It 
becomes interesting to observe then, the ways in which Mda presents similar suggestions in 
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his post-millennial novel, Black Diamond. Set primarily in the upmarket urban and suburban 
regions of Johannesburg, a similar dynamic plays out between the protagonists in Black 
Diamond as does between Toloki and Noria. 
Early in the novel, it is difficult to gauge whether Tumi and Don's relational differences 
emerge because of Tumi's concern for Don, or for herself. This is revealed when she is 
insulted by the character of the millionaire, Molotov Mbungane, who asks her what she is 
doing with a "night watchman" (invoking a derogatory Sotho phrase) like Don (Mda, 
2009:14). Subsequently, Tumi vows to herself that they will show everybody what he is 
really made of, that Don will become a Black Diamond in his own right (Mda, 2009:14). So it 
is uncertain for the reader if Don or Tumi takes greater ownership for Don's quest to become 
a Black Diamond. To the reader, Don's character appears much like a puppet controlled by a 
puppet master; or a child controlled by his mother, frightened of disappointing her. For 
example, we are told: "He badly wants to live up to her expectations. He knows very well he 
represents Tumi's long-term aspirations and he doesn't want to let her down" (Mda, 
2009:174). Likewise, "He has resigned himself to participating in this networking game, 
though he was reluctant at first. Who knows? Something may come of it, and then he will 
feel worthy of Tumi at last" (Mda, 2009:83). As such, the beginning of the novel sees Don 
frequently led around by the nose by Tumi, who asserts herself in a condescending, 
controlling matriarchal role. At one point in the novel, she goes as far as to say of Don: "You 
don't find a guy like this; you create him for yourself" (Mda, 2009:170). After all, we are told, 
when Don returned from exile, he followed the same trajectory as the earlier described 
characters of Fontyo and Bova, "blomming" (hanging around or relaxing) in the taverns and 
consuming alcohol all day long. It was Tumi's intervention that whipped him into shape: 
"Even then she was determined to groom him not only into the clean, fresh and urbane man 
he is today, but into a Black Diamond" (Mda, 2009:18). She urges him to put together a BEE 
consortium in order to garner favour in the white corporate world. She plans to "wean Don 
from unproductive friendships based only on sentimentality" (Mda, 2009:40) so that he can 
spend more time playing golf, for example, and associating with fellow Black Diamonds who 
will throw lucrative deals his way (Mda, 2009:91). Significantly, Mda's diction invokes 
imagery associated with a mother caring for her baby (grooming and weaning), and 
humouring her child's immature preoccupation with sentimental things. Tumi admits to 
enjoying showing Don off as "arm candy" (Mda, 2009:170), delighting in making over his 
dress sense as she sees fit. He used to wear dark colours, but Tumi changed him, and he 
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conformed because he concedes that "Tumi knows best" (Mda, 2009:175). This expression 
echoes the adage, "mother knows best", reinforcing Tumi's matriarchal role in her 
relationship with Don. When Don dresses according to Tumi's recommendations, she coos: 
"You look good in it, my beautiful Black Diamond" (Mda, 2009:174), as though he were a 
possession, or a child that she is proud of. In addition to this, early in the novel, even their 
sexual relationship is dotted with imagery that invokes for the reader an Oedipal dynamic in 
their relationship. For example, one love scene describes the way Don "suckles on the nipples 
like a hungry baby", and that he finally "sobs like a child who has been spanked for engaging 
in some mischief" (Mda, 2009:116). 
Eventually, it is Don's refusal to get rid of Snowy, his cat, which sees him leaving Tumi. She 
is complacent that he will return after his "rebellion" (Mda, 2009:182) - as though he were a 
sullen teenager - simply because he loves her. Once again, such imagery reinforces a dynamic 
of Don as a child, with Tumi in the role of his mother. Through the novel, we observe Don's 
character development as he learns to act and think independently from Tumi, discovering his 
own values and ideals, which look rather different to Tumi's aspirations for Black Diamond 
status. Even before this character development is complete, we notice Don's propensity for 
change in his small deviations from Tumi's preferences: he is sometimes unfaithful to her in 
casual sexual relationships; he refuses to get rid of his cat despite Tumi's hatred for it; he 
continues to associate with his former Comrades, Fontyo and Bova, despite Tumi's reproof; 
he prefers not to network socially, but works hard in order to gain recognition; he loves 
cooking although Tumi does not consider it masculine; and he enjoys the more traditional 
lifestyle of Soweto, integrating it into his suburban life, while Tumi insists that it has its place 
only within the confines of Soweto (she is convinced that their suburban friends will disdain 
the traditional). These cracks in Don's Black Diamond façade betray his underlying 
discontent with pursuing Tumi's ambition for him, although his character does not initially 
possess the acumen to recognise this for himself. 
It is in Don's interaction with the character of Kristin Uys, who is Tumi's polar opposite, that 
Don becomes more reflective about his own values. In contrast to Tumi, Kristin's character is 
cast at the start of the novel as an old-fashioned, austere schoolmarm. Her tired clothes are ill-
fitting and threadbare. She has pale, plain yet fine features and tiny breasts (Mda, 2009:8), 
while Tumi is a model. In the next chapter, I shall discuss how even the descriptions of the 
characters' homes and possessions convey their disparate existences in post-apartheid society. 
Like Toloki with Noria, Don learns a number of cultural lessons through his relationship with 
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Kristin, despite their differences. One example of the way in which Black Diamond functions 
expositionally is evident in the insight Don gains from Kristin about brands and labels: 
Don marvels at how a magistrate, a person of status in society, can live such a no-name life. He has 
lived in a society of walking labels all his life. Even in the hey  days of apartheid young men like him 
had to boast of Bang Bang jeans, or at least Levis…They had to seek refuge in Jewish - as sartorial 
elegance was known - because they had no other way of expressing themselves. Now, in post-apartheid 
South Africa, what is their excuse? This is the great epoch of freedom. And freedom comes with 
conspicuous consumption and instant gratification. People of his class don't only wear brands but see 
themselves as brands. They package and market themselves as such. (Mda, 2009:108) 
This is an example of the status quo in post-apartheid black society, as well as Don's 
willingness to question it. Although he reveals a negative attribute about himself here - his 
preoccupation with the superficial - he also reveals his ability to question himself, rather than 
simply judging Kristin for being different to him. Ironically, in packaging and marketing 
themselves as brands, the black middle class appear to dehumanise themselves in a way that 
is different to that which occurred during apartheid, but a form of it nonetheless. Don still 
concludes what initially appears as a very insightful reflection by saying: "And here is a 
magistrate, with all her power and money, living an unbranded life. He feels sorry for her…" 
(Mda, 2009:108). He does not yet understand that Kristin's clothing does nothing to secure 
her power and status. Nevertheless, here his character is portrayed as having the agency that 
is required in order to develop through the course of the novel. Just as Kristin challenges Don 
about his love of brands and labels, he challenges her that her so-called charitable acts of 
giving food to the homeless are, in fact, "guilt-salving nonsense" (Mda, 2009:221). He 
suggests that it is more about her well-being than theirs, and that she is perpetuating 
dependency. Here we observe Kristin enacting a warped sense of ubuntu, which is ultimately 
still rooted in a type of Western, individualistic concern. 
As his character develops, Don acquires the courage to be himself and ignore the 
expectations that others, such as Tumi, have of him. In keeping with the spirit of ubuntu, 
these changes and his understanding of his own identity happen in relation to others. 
Significantly, Don's first words to Kristin are: "I am here to protect you" (Mda, 2009:96). 
These words precede even his name, and echo for us the narrator's introduction of Don to the 
reader, where we discover that he sells security (Mda, 2009:9). As such, the issue of security 
or protection comes to define Don, perhaps intended to imbue the reader's trust in him. As 
with the character of Toloki, Mda creates his protagonist in such a way as to build trust with 
70 
 
the reader from early in the novel, lending credibility to the exposé of post-apartheid society 
that we receive via Don. Similarly to the characters of Toloki and Noria, although this time in 
a different socio-economic setting, it is due to the stark contrast between Don and Kristin that 
they both come to confront the roots of their individual values and practices, as well as their 
own prejudices and preferences. Thus, the characters display "Mda's philosophy of 
compassion being the key to understanding each character" (Hartmann, 2009). This is proven 
true when Don's discovery of Kristin's self-denigrating habit of role playing a prostitute 
unravels the stilted nature of their relationship. It is Don's comfort and acceptance of Kristin, 
as well as his empathy for the hurt she has suffered at the hands of her unfaithful ex-husband, 
that is the catalyst for their subsequent closeness. This is similar to Toloki's character in Ways 
of Dying, who helps Noria to rebuild and decorate her shack after the tragedy she suffers in 
losing her son - a turning point in their relationship comes as Toloki concedes: "He learnt a 
lot about Noria...He had not really been aware of the trials she had experienced. All he knew 
was what was said about her in the village - that she was just a stuck up bitch who was spoilt" 
(Mda, 1995:101). In my final chapter, I also examine the symbolism at work in the scene in 
which Don tidies Kristin's house. In many ways, then, the dynamic between Toloki and Noria 
in the township seems to play itself out once more between Don and Kristin in the suburban 
setting. The effect of this recurrent dynamic for the reader is the suggestion that socio-
economic factors do not outweigh our common humanity in post-apartheid society. 
Like Toloki and Noria, we find that Don and Kristin become better versions of themselves 
when they become interdependent. Although Don and Kristin differ from Toloki and Noria in 
that they do, in fact, embark on a sexual relationship with each other. The context is also 
different because of Don and Kristin's racial and cultural differences. The result is that their 
physical intimacy represents a coming together of differences such that what emerges is a 
changed and improved Don, and likewise Kristin. Significantly, the novel ends without 
clarity as to whether Don and Kristin will remain in a relationship: 
Kristin is waiting beside his [hospital] bed with a bunch of flowers… 
"When are you coming home?" she asked instead.  
"I have no home," he says matter-of-factly.  
"Home is where your cat is," she says.  
He smiles for a while, and then says quite earnestly, "For now…maybe. Me and  Snowy…we can no 
longer be kept." (Mda, 2009:278-279)  
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This ambiguity about the status of their relationship, in fact, affirms for the reader the 
sincerity of the change in Don - it is a verification of agency - as we are left believing that his 
changes have not come about simply out of affection or lust for Kristin. His statement that he 
can "no longer be kept" reveals his own realization of his need to be himself, rather than 
controlled by another, as was the case in his relationship with Tumi. 
 
3.5. Conclusion 
During the course of this chapter, I focused on the importance of human connection and 
relationship in the social commentary that Mda's novels espouse. The African philosophy of 
ubuntu underpins Mda's consistent return to ideas around cultural hybridity, because it, too, 
acknowledges that identity is shaped not only inwardly, but outwardly.  Bell considers Ways 
of Dying to contain a message of hope, in which the future contains "a humanist, mutual, 
creative understanding" (2009:125). 
I also demonstrated the way in which Black Diamond, published more than a decade later, 
communicates something similar. I revealed how the characterisation in Black Diamond is 
constructed in a markedly different way to Ways of Dying. There is an emphasis on using the 
characters as symbolic of various lifestyles or subcultures, in order comment on a number of 
social issues. Despite this more superficial treatment of characterisation, there are, as I have 
demonstrated, still a number of insights to be gleaned from Mda's social realist thriller. 
The final chapter of this dissertation moves somewhat away from a focus on people, to 
address Mda's construction of setting in his novels, and the social commentary he offers 
through this. Nevertheless, even Mda's settings are bound up with the characters we 
encounter in them, and the ways in which those characters are shaped by setting. As such, the 
topic of the fictional subject, or fictional identities, continues in the final chapter. 
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Chapter Four:  Urban Decay - 
Portrayals of Urban and Township Life in Ways of Dying and Black Diamond 
 
4.1. Introduction 
This final chapter compares and contrasts Mda's portrayals of urban and township life in 
Ways of Dying and Black Diamond. Complex post-apartheid cities are "key sites for engaging 
and representing the nation's transformation" (Titlestad, 2012:692), and much of Mda's 
commentary on the post-apartheid context is communicated through his choice of setting, as 
well as the way in which he constructs it in a literary sense. This is perhaps because "settings 
and landscapes in his storytelling derive from African oral genres, which refuse to separate 
people from land" (Fincham, 2011:xxiv). In his novels, Mda's characters influence one 
another's identity formation. Their past histories manifest in various ways and forms in their 
present fictional lives, with the potential to affect their future lives. Likewise, the past 
histories of settings can be seen to affect the present lives lived out by characters in those 
locations. Although Mda's settings are created or imagined, his attention to geographical and 
historical accuracy once more allows his fictional settings to be considered "both a real and 
imagined dimension" (Fincham, 2011:xxv). I believe that further credibility of Mda's social 
commentary is found in the reader's understanding of Mda's choice of post-apartheid setting 
as being both real and imagined (or reinterpreted). Once again, this is because the aspects 
recognisable to the reader as "real" make the "imagined" aspects of history - particularly the 
implied ideology of development towards actualisation - more plausible.  
Michael Titlestad discusses the "discrepant histories and realities of urban life" as revealing 
of the truth that "our habitual maps - the tropes, devices and conceits of an earlier literary 
history - are inadequate to the representational challenges posed by the lived urban realities of 
the post-apartheid dispensation" (2012:692). Implicit herein is the imperative that post-
apartheid literary cityscapes be created in new and creative ways that depart from previous 
South African literary aesthetics, such as those described in the introduction of this project. 
Part of this pivots on an understanding of what it is to represent the post-apartheid city in 
literature. In a similar vein, the township is a "highly syncretic urban formation that is 
integral to city life in South Africa and deeply embedded in the nation's social imaginary and 
political unconscious" (Mbembe, Dlamini and Khunou, 2008:239), such that it, too, I believe, 
may be considered a "key site for engaging and representing the nation's transformation". 
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Mbembe reflects that "fourteen years after the end of apartheid, we have very few 
postliberation ethnographies of everyday life in the township. We have even fewer academic 
or theoretical reflections on its place in the city, its rhythms and senses. That the township 
both is and is not urban, that it is proximate to the city while at its margins, and that city and 
township were inextricably linked under apartheid…" (Mbembe, Dlamini and Khunou, 
2008:239). Though Mda's novels are neither academic nor theoretical, I intend to demonstrate 
that his portrayal of township life in both Ways of Dying and Black Diamond conveys this 
important interplay of urban and peri-urban space, and the effect that this dynamic has on the 
formation of cultural identity in the post-apartheid context. Once more, in this chapter, I will 
argue that Mda suggests a type of hybridised culture, which harnesses the best attributes of 
various post-apartheid localities, as the ideal in his social commentary through literature.  
 
4.2. Ways of Dying: "Coming Home to Where Death Is" 
The action of Ways of Dying is set against a backdrop of police bullets that ricochet off walls 
to slay innocent children standing by, where children go missing without police intervention, 
and where terrorists open fire on youths singing songs to entertain their community. Hospitals 
that house the injured are overcrowded and under-resourced. There is tribal dissension and 
crazed muti-killers mutilate children to acquire organs for potion-making. Mda reveals "the 
absurdities and self-contradictions of a new society trying desperately to propagate the 
illusion of national harmony and coherence" (Foley, 2007:10). For example, he speaks 
mournfully of taxi wars, violence inflicted on city dwellers by migrant labourers living in 
hostels, and delinquent youths who terrorise their own people: "These were...the very youths 
who live with us in the townships and in the settlements. The children we gave birth to, who 
have now turned against the community, and have established careers of rape and robbery..." 
(1995:98). In fact, Mda's portrayal of black South African society is at times more scathing, 
even judgemental, than anything else. Consider his account of Christmas celebrations, for 
example: 
Boxing Day. One of those senseless holidays when we do not bury our dead. Like Christmas Day. 
Instead we go for what we call a joll. All it means is that we engage in an orgy of drinking, raping and 
stabbing one another with knives and shooting one another with guns. And we call it a joll. We walk 
around in the streets, pissing in our pants, and shouting, 'Happee-ee-e!' That's what Christmas is all 
about. And Boxing Day is the day we go out to bars and shebeens to take off the hangover of yesterday. 
But by midday, the whole orgy has started all over again. Some of us, the better-off ones, go out to the 
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beach to play volleyball and frisbees and to piss and vomit on the golden sands as the day gets older. 
(Mda, 1995:25)  
In this passage, Mda deploys wry humour to reveal what is undoubtedly a disparaging 
comment on a cultural group that repeats "senseless" violent orgies in the name of 
celebration. He creates a dismal atmosphere early in the novel with a vulgar portrayal of even 
"the better-off ones" as "piss[ing] and vomit[ing]" in public. In light of this dire portrayal of 
city life, Toloki's journey to the city from his rural village is, in some ways, reminiscent of 
the "Jim comes to Jo'burg"
8
 motif of South African literature from earlier decades. Such 
literature portrayed a reality in which access to urban life was regulated under apartheid such 
that "the identity of black South Africans was essentialised along a rural-urban axis (casting 
them as 'temporary sojourners' in 'white' cities)" (Titlestad, 2012:676). Chapman suggests that 
Toloki's fictional odyssey is redolent of Mandela's Long Walk to Freedom (1995), the story of 
another Jim who came to Jo'burg, and who remained in the city to become involved in 
political activity and to figure prominently in the narrative of oppression and liberation 
(1998:95). Likewise, this dissertation intends to highlight the ways in which Toloki learns to 
overcome the struggles and potentially corrupting influences of city life. Most of these 
survival measures relate to notions of cultural hybridity. Like Mandela in his autobiography, 
Toloki is depicted as relying on "several not always compatible discourses that in both South 
Africa and the world opposed apartheid: liberalism, Marxism, Africanism, and…satyagraha9" 
(1998:96).  
In many ways, Toloki and Noria share the same story of their experience of moving from the 
village to the city. Toloki migrates to the city in search of "love and fortune" (Mda, 
1995:104), but experiences only disappointment. Of Noria's journey, the novel tells us:  
Before she arrived in the city, she [Noria] thought that she was going to lead a cosy life. People in the 
village, and in the small town where she lived in a brickmaking yard, had painted a glowing picture of 
life in the city. She believed it would be possible to immerse herself in the city's glamour and 
allurement…the streets of the city were paved with diamonds and gold, after all.  
She had a rude awakening when she arrived. There were no diamonds in the streets, nor was there gold. 
Only mud and open sewers. (Mda, 1995: 135)  
                                                          
8 "'Jim comes to Jo'burg' is an organising trope of representations of black urban experience before and during apartheid…the convention of 
the 'greenhorn': an uncorrupted black man arrives from a rural ('traditional') context and discovers a mesmerizing but overwhelming 
Johannesburg…it is both an inspirational site and one of louring corruption in which the innocent are led astray" (Titlestad, 2012:676). 
9 Satyagraha is the Gandhian strategy behind the ANC-led Defiance Campaign of the 1950s and the ideal - if not always the practice - of 
nonviolent solutions to apparently intractable problems. (Chapman, 1998:96) 
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One of the things Mda highlights about township life after apartheid is its unchanging nature. 
According to the narrative, some two decades earlier, when Toloki arrives in the city, he gets 
a part-time job loading ships and sleeps at the docklands, or a bench at the railway station. He 
washes in public toilets. Then, laws did not allow people of colour to use the beach, as he 
does now for bathing (Mda, 1995:120). In resistance to the Group Areas act, people decided 
to move en masse and unilaterally take the land on the outskirts of the city:  
This was Toloki's opportunity to get himself a house. He joined the settlers, and  allocated himself a 
small plot where he constructed his shack. That was the shack he decorated with newspapers and 
magazines. He was very proud of it, for it was the first property that was his alone. He was very angry 
when bulldozers came and destroyed it. But like the rest of the residents, he immediately rebuilt it. 
Sometimes state-paid vigilantes would set some of the shacks on fire, but again the shanty town was 
 resilient. (Mda, 1995: 121)  
After Toloki becomes a boerewors vendor, he is able to furnish his shack and plans to build 
himself a real house, where he can eventually also provide a home for his mother. Ultimately, 
his shack is burnt down by state-paid vigilantes, because Toloki refuses to comply with their 
corrupt ways (Mda, 1995:147). He then returns to the docklands, or the waiting room, with 
the plan of disassociating himself from his fellow humans forever. On visiting Noria in the 
township, he remarks:  
It is strange how things don't change in these shanty towns or squatter camps or  informal settlements 
or whatever you choose to call then. The same vigilante groups exist today, protecting the residents the 
same way they did eighteen or so years ago,  when Toloki still had his shack. The situation is even 
more complicated these days, what with the tribal chief wreaking havoc with his hostel-dwelling 
migrants. But today people are strongly united. None of these groups are ever able to gain any lasting 
foothold in the settlements and in the townships. People fight back. (Mda, 1995:147, emphasis mine)  
As such, what is remarkable about Mda's portrayal of urban and township life in Ways of 
Dying can be found in the very fact that it is unremarkable. There is nothing about the 
physical squalor of the township Mda describes to commend it to the reader. Despite changes 
in governmental rule and promises of a better life after apartheid, the ongoing strife from the 
days of apartheid continues in the township, while a small minority amasses wealth (this was 
the focus of chapter two of this dissertation). Nevertheless, the narrators establish that this 
community may be relied upon as unified. The result of the dismal setting Mda chooses, then, 
is that it emphasises the transcendent power of human connection and interaction that was the 
focus of the previous chapter.  
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Related to this is one of Mda's most poignant constructions of place in Ways of Dying, as 
Toloki helps Noria's rebuild and decorate her shack, which subsequently also becomes his 
home: 
He makes a paste to use for plastering the pictures from the magazines and catalogues onto the walls. 
The four walls are divided into different sections. On some sections, he plasters pictures of ideal 
kitchens. There are also pictures of lounges, of dining and swimming pools, all from the Home and 
Garden magazines. By the time he has finished, every inch of the walls is covered with bright pictures - 
a wallpaper of sheer luxury. Then Toloki takes Noria's hand, and strolls with her through the grandeur. 
 (Mda, 1995:111-112) 
Mda's vivid description of Toloki and Noria's imagined enjoyment of the type of home 
depicted in the magazine wallpaper spans three pages, after which, Noria suggests that she 
and Toloki live together in her shack. Thus, even the impact of this elaborate and fantastical 
scene is underpinned by the propensity for human imagination and collaboration to transcend 
physical muck:  
The rebuilding of the shack from waste material would not in itself have been 
 remarkable…However, the joint efforts of Toloki and Noria to transform a place marked by violence 
and destruction into something beautiful resembling a work of art distinguish their creation from the 
efforts of squatters in general. (Gräbe, 2008:168, emphasis mine) 
While reminiscing about his past, Toloki remembers that he, too, once had pictures pasted on 
the walls of his shack before it was destroyed, but that they were black and white, whereas 
Noria's are full colour. This is symbolic of the sense of incompleteness that Toloki felt in his 
past, despite his prior success as a boerewors vendor, and his acquiring his own shack at one 
point, as we saw in aforementioned extracts. "Sleeping here in Noria's shack, it is as if the 
clock has turned back," he thinks, and for Toloki, his reconciliation with Noria is ecstasy. 
Spiritual though he is, he wonders if the "infinite joy" that church ministers describe heaven 
to be, could be "as great as the joy he is feeling now, sitting in front of their shack with 
Noria" (Mda, 1995:164). By eschewing the religious notion of "infinite joy" as being found 
only in the afterlife, and transferring this possibility instead into the hands of man, Mda 
attributes significant power to man to transcend circumstances - even those of poverty. Here, 
Mda once again seems to imply that true contentment is not dependent on the beauty of 
physical surroundings, but on those with whom we share it. 
In his creative non-fiction, Native Nostalgia (2009), Dlamini differentiates between what is 
seen of township life, in contrast to what we have been taught to see: "In the case of the 
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township and the way we see it, what is apparent to a viewer (that what she has in front of her 
is row upon row of unimaginative houses on dusty streets) may be as much a function of 
what her brain has been taught to 'see' as what she sees in front of her" (2009:121). Consider 
this extract describing Toloki's experience of the township in Ways of Dying, an experience 
that will evolve based not on a change in experience of his physical surroundings, but rather, 
his experience of human connection:  
He alights from the taxi at the rank in the middle of the squatter camp. He walks  among the shacks of 
cardboard, plastic, pieces of canvas and corrugated iron. He does not know where Noria lives, but he 
will ask. Squatter people are a close-knit community. They know one another. And by the way, he must 
remember that they do not like to be called squatters. 'How can we be squatters in our own land, in our 
own country?' they often ask. 'Squatters are those who came from across the seas and stole our 
land.'…Dirty children follow him…Mangy mongrels follow him…He ignores them all, and walks 
through a quagmire of dirty water and human ordure that runs through the streets of this informal 
settlement, as the place is politely called, looking for Noria. (Mda, 1995:48-49, emphasis mine). 
The result of observing the reappropriation of urban space by the former victims of apartheid 
through Toloki's eyes is that "Mda makes us see the astonishing complexity and diversity of 
life in what middle-class readers would otherwise see only as an impoverished and culturally 
marginalised space" (Fincham, 2011:xxiv). Ultimately, this complexity and diversity of 
township life is once again centred on our common humanity and our connection with one 
another.  
 
4.3. Black Diamond: Townships, Cities and Cultural Hybridity 
In contrast to Ways of Dying, Black Diamond portrays urban life after the dream of racially 
integrated urban life comes to pass, revealing the disappointments of empty promises 
affecting suburban Johannesburg life, and nostalgia for the vibrancy of township life. Mda 
has an "uncanny ability to transform places reflecting a seemingly bleak existence into an 
imaginary space of artistic creativity." For example, "Ways of Dying (1995) creatively 
transforms deadly places into liveable places…" (Gräbe, 2008:161). Likewise, I will argue 
that Black Diamond looks to transform suburban Johannesburg life. Here, I shall comment on 
Mda’s use of sensory imagery, style of expression and other literary devices, in order to 
contrast his portrayal of the vitality of township life with the insipid nature of suburban 
living. 
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In Black Diamond, we find that many black Sowetans move from the township into the 
formerly all-white suburbs of Johannesburg, working in more highly paid jobs and elevating 
their socio-economic standing. Though Mda's representation of Soweto is but one, fictional 
imagining of the township, his portrayal (as with his portrayal of civil violence in Ways of 
Dying) is drawn from reality. This is evidenced by a number of facts taken from Mbembe, 
Dlamini and Khunou's article on the township, entitled "Soweto Now" (2008). For example, 
Grace Khunou of the Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research says the following 
about the movement of former township residents to urban areas: 
You move out because the lifestyle you want is not catered for. You want to break the cycle of five 
generations living in gogo's [grandmother's] house. You move out because privacy at home exists only 
for boys…You move out because you found a job in Durban, Cape Town or elsewhere. And you move 
out because you cannot take that way of life anymore. However, whether you like it or not, the 
township remains home…This is where your circle of friends originates. People come back from
 different suburbs every weekend. (Mbembe, Dlamini and Khunou, 2008:246). 
Likewise, in Mda's novel, we are told that these recent suburban residents retain a "deep 
attachment to the sprawling townships to which black people were confined during 
apartheid" (2009:27):  
When Tumi and Don talk of home they mean the Southern Western Townships - better known as 
Soweto. That's where they were born and raised. Like most Sowetans who have since moved to the 
formerly all-white suburbs of Johannesburg, they continue to have a deep attachment to the sprawling 
townships to which black people were confined during apartheid. True Sowetans, even BEE Fat Cats 
and sundry Black Diamonds, make regular visits back home just for the smells, the tastes and the 
noises:  for the Sunday lunch of chakalaka, curried chicken, dombolo steamed bread soaked in 
 tomato and onion gravy, fried cabbage, mashed pumpkin, green beans cooked with potatoes, beetroot 
salad, custard and jelly; and to be fussed over by aunts and uncles and neighbours; and  to talk about 
soccer with people who really know something about 'the beautiful game'; and to enjoy the latest gossip 
in the taverns; and to have their gaudy Hummers and Lamborghinis admired by urchins playing soccer 
on dirt streets with tennis balls. Gone are the days when it used to be BMWs and Mercedes Benzes! 
Now these German sedans are as common as dirt and can be seen parked in township yards. (Mda, 
2009:28)  
In this extract, Mda presents Soweto as a hub of sensory stimulation, in comparison to his 
portrayal of the grindstone that is the urban working world of Johannesburg. The formerly 
all-white suburbs "lack any kind of cultural identity. Townhouses, streets and interiors have 
no individual features…" (Fincham, 2011:148). Still, "more than anything else, former 
Sowetans return to Soweto for the homeliness as well as the nostalgia: being in Soweto is like 
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being enveloped in the ample bosom of a much-loved matriarch" (Mda, 2009:27). With 
clever attention to setting, Mda personifies Soweto in such a way as to intensify the 
connection not only to the place, but to the tradition and culture it represents, in contrast to 
the Westernised suburbs of Johannesburg. Similarly, Khunou comments on the "strong sense 
of a community, of continuity and certainty" in the townships, in contrast to the more 
individualistic lifestyle in the "no-man's land" that is the city (2008:240). In both Mda's novel 
and Khunou's social commentary, then, there is an attachment to place, culture and 
community that cannot naturally or easily be undone simply by moving geographically.   
Though the over-arching portrayal of township and suburban life is clearly segregated in 
Black Diamond, Don's character is willing to transplant some of the Sowetan aspects that he 
enjoys into his suburban lifestyle. Tumi considers Don's township-inspired love of cooking 
and his preference for sleeping nude, for example,  to be incongruous with his image as a 
Black Diamond (Mda, 2009:2;82). Like the character of Xoliswa in The Heart of Redness, 
Tumi is adamant that African tradition has no place amid Western modernisation. This is 
despite her swift embracing of township life when she visits Soweto. While we are told that, 
in township culture, there is "no work for boys or girls. There [is] just work" (Mda, 2009:57), 
Tumi would rather reinforce the chauvinistic, colonial stereotype that cooking is not 
masculine. This is ironic, given her ambitious pursuit of independent thinking, despite the 
novel telling us that this is unpalatable to typical Johannesburg sophisticates, who prefer 
stereotypical pliable bimbos (Mda, 2009:79). Mda's description of Soweto in the earlier 
quoted passage - the eclectic array of food, the love of soccer, the foreign cars - reveals the 
hybrid nature of township culture, affirming Bhabha's theory around the fallacy of "true" 
culture:  
The native intellectual who identifies the people with the ‘true national culture’ will be disappointed. 
The people are now the very principle of ‘dialectical reorganization’ and they construct their culture 
from the national text translated into modern Western forms of information technology, language, 
dress. The changed political and historical site of enunciation transforms the meanings of the colonial 
inheritance into the liberatory signs of a free people of the future. (1988:208-209) 
Ironically then, even the two cultures - township and urban, African and Western, traditional 
and modern - that Tumi attempts to separate are comprised of diverse yet inextricable 
influences: the very thing that is venerated about township culture is, in fact, inherently 
hybridised. Similarly, Chapman highlights the terrible irony that the apartheid system created 
a form of homogeneity by embracing cultural hybridity in order to achieve its end. This is 
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because, despite the cultural differences between white Afrikaners and white English-
speakers and, similarly, between various black African tribes (Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho etc), 
apartheid homogenised all whites as being the urban, Western middle classes; while blacks 
were considered rural, African lower classes (1998:88). We must acknowledge here, too, then 
the interesting reality that "the township, although invented by the apartheid state, was and 
continues to be produced well beyond the apartheid moment…gradually, township residents 
are moving beyond the spatialities and temporalities of apartheid" (Mbembe, Dlamini and 
Khunou, 2008:240). In light of this fact, the portrayal of township space in Black Diamond is 
similar to Ways of Dying, in that it encourages new ways of perceiving a space that was 
previously associated only with the degradation imposed by apartheid. Instead, both Mda's 
novels highlight positively the protagonists' irrevocable connection to the township space.   
Possibly Tumi and Don's most apparent difference in opinion about incorporating aspects of 
their Sowetan heritage into their suburban lifestyle is communicated to the reader in the scene 
in which Don surprises Tumi with her favourite traditional meal. While Don is excited for 
Tumi to enjoy ting
10
 "right here in her apartment in suburbia" (Mda, 2009:58), Tumi 
dismisses his efforts, declaring that she would rather order in Chinese food. She suggests that 
Don dispose of the meal by giving it to the cat, which, given her distaste for the animal, is a 
true insult. They argue: 
"You like ting, Tumi. We go to Soweto especially for ting."  
"It has its place, Don. Back there in the township. What if my friends come and find this foul smell? 
They'll think it's what I eat."  
"But that's what you do eat. That's what we eat."  
"They don't know that. That's why we eat this kind of stuff in Soweto and not in North  Riding. Here, 
as far as everyone knows, we eat sushi and the like. Plus, you know, Don, I don't like my man to stand 
in an apron in the kitchen cooking."  
"You know I love cooking, Tumi. It's my thing, man." 
"I guess it was okay when you were in the township. But you're going to be a Black Diamond now, 
Don. You must learn to behave like one. Cultivate more class." (Mda, 2009:60)  
                                                          
10 A traditional porridge made from fermented sorghum.  
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Significantly, Don does not stand up to her. Evident in him is a wrestling to come to terms 
with an expression of "his" culture or a (fruitless) grappling for a "true national culture", to 
use Bhabha's term, in the post-apartheid context.  
Another example of the contrasting portrayals of township and suburban life comes in Mda's 
description of Don and Tumi's physical intimacy. It is written that when you return to the 
quiet suburbs "with Soweto ringing in your head", you don’t "make love"; rather "you fuck 
like you're back as Matseke secondary school" (Mda, 2009:43). The diction here is indicative 
of the primal, passionate, carefree atmosphere of township life, which Don associates with his 
childhood. This is in contrast to the prim, stuffy, Western lifestyle of Johannesburg suburbia. 
The raw ferocity of the township seems to linger with a person, inducing a high or an 
aphrodisiac effect: "now the enhancement is a natural one. It is not a result of 
experimentation with dodgy Chinese ointments but of juices that flow with abandon between 
your bodies, culminating in explosions that raise the roof and the neighbours" (Mda, 
2009:43).  It is as if the suburban lifestyle is too tame and lacking in vigour to provide true 
satisfaction. Indeed, this is precisely what Don comes to find. "A new imagination of the city 
is in the making, in which the city appears as the place where you can become a target. It is 
no longer the state that is targeting you, but a threat of a different order" (Mbembe, Dlamini 
and Khunou, 2008:242). What is threatened is the vitality of life that post-apartheid urban 
living promised, but failed to deliver. Indeed, Khunou confirms that "the township is being 
sold as hip and as a place to be. Some of the adverts seem to suggest that if you can have it in 
Sandton, then you can have it in the township, too" (Mbembe, Dlamini and Khunou, 
2008:243). 
At first, it may seem to the reader that township life represents what it is to be truly living, 
while the wealth and glamour of North Riding is superficial and empty. Don's character even 
substantiates this sentiment when he retreats to Soweto in order to "calm [his] spirit", to be 
with "people who understand [him]" and "people who know [his] pain" (Mda, 2009:253). He 
confesses: 
You cannot but feel better when you are in Soweto. It is a place of nostalgia, and nostalgia does have a 
healing effect. Nostalgia is an analgesic - it numbs you into a  world where things were better, even 
though no one realised it at the time. (Mda, 2009:54) 
In this rather extreme statement, Don admits nostalgia for the simplicity (of both lifestyle and 
culture) that he associates with his childhood in the township. There was simplicity (of 
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culture and identity) in segregation, despite the devastation it brought, that causes Don to 
think of it with nostalgia rather than loathing. We come to realise that this stark separation of 
cultures is short sighted on both the part of the reader and Don himself, because, ironically, 
Don comes to find this sought-after passion and freedom with Kristin, a white woman, living 
in middle-class Johannesburg. His libidinal urges, previously associated with the township, 
are reignited when in the white, suburban house of a repressed Kristin Uys. It is in getting 
close to one who, from Don's perspective, represents every injustice of the South African past 
that he comes to experience the potential for fulfilment in the post-apartheid South African 
present (and possibly future). Indeed, if the vibrancy of township culture is only for the 
townships, then a significant sacrifice must be made in order to pursue economic success. Yet 
the reader, like Don's character, comes to question if this is really the case. Don grapples to 
work out these issues, oscillating between Tumi's emphatic insistence that she is right, and 
the freedom to be himself that he experiences when he is with Kristin. 
 
4.4. "Home Is Where Your Cat Is": An Exploration of Dwellings  
Earlier in this chapter, I established that, in Ways of Dying, the reader’s attention is often 
drawn to the dwelling places of Toloki and Noria. Similarly, in Black Diamond, Mda's 
construction of the dwelling places of the protagonists plays a pivotal role in the way in 
which the reader comes to understand the characters and the way in which they interact with 
their post-apartheid environment. Dwelling places can be distinguished from the prior 
exploration of place and setting, because of the personal nature or ownership that 
accompanies it and what this communicates to the reader. (In Toloki's case in Ways of Dying, 
this may concern the significance of the lack of ownership, as we discussed in the second 
chapter concerning the "waiting room".) Don lives in the middle-class suburb of North 
Riding, in a one-bedroomed flat, which belongs to his girlfriend, Tumi. His house is 
expensively furnished with all the trappings that speak of new money. He has art on the 
walls, a genuine leather sofa, a new chaise longue and a thoroughbred snow-white Himalayan 
cat (Mda, 2009:14-15). 
By way of contrast, Kristin lives in an average house with bare walls, old furniture and 
appliances in the neglected suburb of Weltevreden Park, which is described as a former 
"paradise" for white-collar Afrikaans workers before the black professionals "invaded". It is 
now a non-racial suburb, with only the street names named for old statesmen (Mda, 2009:7).  
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Ironically, the name of the suburb is Afrikaans for "well-satisfied" (Mda, 2009:7), when 
Kirstin is anything but. Her home is described like this:  
One can see that it used to be expertly landscaped, but now the rockeries are overgrown with weeds and 
flowers that have got out of control. But in its own way it remains beautiful in its wilderness. The 
jacaranda tree on the front lawn is imposing and the lawn has obviously been mowed not too long ago. 
Don wonders why whoever mowed the lawn didn't also weed out the rockeries.  
In the back garden there are three gigantic jacaranda trees, a number of bushes, a jungle gym that is 
falling apart and a fenced-in swimming pool. The lawn here has been mowed recently as well, but the 
swimming pool is dirty with slimy algae floating on the green water. The smell from the pool is 
foul…He walks into an enclosure with an outdoor clothes lines. There is a small building attached to 
the double-door garage: the two-roomed servants' quarters, now disused since no servant has lived there 
for years. The water in the toilet is brown and the chain from a flush tank that is so high it almost 
touches the ceiling is broken. It reminds Don of the outdoor toilets that one finds in the poorer areas of 
Soweto. Give the servants the lifestyles to which they are accustomed. (Mda, 1009:100-101)  
Both Kristin and her surroundings remind the reader of a bygone era, of faded glory, but 
Kristin remains beautiful, at least to Don, just as her home is "beautiful in its wilderness". 
The disused servants' quarters allude on one level to the dissolution of the master-servant 
lifestyle that was a requisite of apartheid life. On the other hand, ironically, Kristin's backyard 
reflects the current state of the township, with the foul smell emanating from the algae-ridden 
pool mirroring the open quagmires of sewage described in Ways of Dying, and the dirty 
outdoor toilet that reminds Don of Soweto in Black Diamond. Browsing the society pages of 
a magazine in Kristin's home, Don sees old photographs of Kristin: She used to be beautiful 
and her ex-husband was a big player in the National Party. She was part of high society, the 
Tukkies Rag Queen (Mda, 2009:104). As it stands, she and Don appear to have swapped 
roles in society under the new dispensation.  Indeed, in contrast to the ironic Weltevreden 
Park, the suburb of North Riding invokes images of forward motion. Even Kristin's cat has no 
name and is of unknown gender, a "nondescript" mongrel (Mda, 2009:7), as if to hint at its 
owner's utter displacement in the "new" South Africa. Even her donation of leftover food to 
the park vagrants reiterates her new reality as she recalls that she used to frequent the same 
park with her black nanny while her mother hosted bridge parties and her NG dominee 
(minister) father officiated at weddings and funerals (Mda, 2009:48). Even the sound of her 
name is incredibly similar to the word, "Christian", invoking an image of a fervently moral, 
traditionally religious Afrikaner. Kristin refers to the "glorious days that have since receded 
into distant and murky memory" (Mda, 2009:45). Through contrasts in diction and imagery - 
for example, she sleeps in a lacy pink and black bedroom, retiring early in a frilly nightgown 
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along with her cat (Mda, 2009:8) - as well as clever choices in suburban setting, Mda casts 
Kristin as reminiscent of a musty old cat lady, hermitic and discontented. Although, 
admittedly, this impression is eventually dispelled as Kristin's deviant sexual practices come 
to light, and she begins her relationship with Don. 
For Don's character, the fact that his luxurious flat and car are owned by his girlfriend is a 
point of anxiety for him, along with general concerns about repaying his debts after living 
beyond his means in his attempts to grasp Black Diamond status. Tumi's flat is also the scene 
for their domestic disagreements concerning Don's cat, his love for cooking and his dress 
sense. In contrast, Kristin's home, despite its unkempt state, becomes the place where Don's 
cat is welcomed, his preoccupation with sartorial elegance is rendered unnecessary and his 
love of cooking is appreciated as an attractive quality. For Kristin, while she cooked 
previously "out of habit" (Mda, 2009:45), she now enjoys her time in the kitchen with Don, 
even admitting: "There's something sexy about a man who knows his way around the pot" 
(Mda, 2009:201). Where Tumi emasculates Don for his love of cooking, claiming that it is at 
odds with his identity as a Black Diamond, Kristin affirms him as he does what he enjoys. 
Likewise, for Kristin, the house she shared previously with her philandering husband, who 
betrayed her because she was "too reserved to engage in adventurous sex" (Mda, 2009:207), 
becomes the scene where she engages in what is, for her, her most "adventurous" sexual 
encounter yet - sex with a black man. Where previously her relationship with the man who 
shared her house inspired shame and seclusion, her subsequent relationship with Don, as he 
shares her house, functions to combat the repression or frigidity that was caused by her 
husband's lust and infidelity. The elliptical nature of the narrative here is similar to the 
technique Mda employs in Ways of Dying. In fact, the physical improvements that Don 
makes to Kristin's house: his cleaning the pool, maintaining the garden and organising the 
interior foreshadow the effects that Don will have on Kristin herself: 
He is doing the finishing touches to the cleaning. Everything is now spick and span, and the living 
room furniture has been rearranged. The piles of dusty papers and files on the coffee table and on every 
flat surface have been packed neatly in boxes that he has stacked near the bookcase. While he is 
removing the final specks of dust on the display cabinet with a feather duster, the magistrate arrives.  
She is alarmed at what has been done to her living room. For a while she stands open-mouthed. Don 
stands there like a showman who has just rendered a bravura performance, waiting for the applause. 
But instead of showing approval, the magistrate's face displays anger…Once more the magistrate 
surveys the rooms. It no longer looks like her living room. It no longer feels like the space she has 
85 
 
known for years. The space over which she had dominion. Her life is no longer her own but the 
stranger's. (Mda, 2009:122) 
There is an interesting play of dominance at work in this extract, whereby Don is in many 
ways imposing his preferences on Kristin's territory. Ironically, he does so by, once again, 
acting contrarily to masculine stereotypes by tidying her house, but we must remember that, 
according to township cultural norms, cooking and cleaning is "just work" (Mda, 2009:57). 
Furthermore, despite Don's presumptuous, even patriarchal, imposition of what he believes to 
be a better way on Kristin, the fact that Kristin eventually yields to Don's emotional, and then 
physical, advances functions once more to dismantle racial stereotypes. Once again, 
assumptions about where and with whom purpose and belonging will be found in the "new" 
South Africa are undermined, as Don's tenderness towards Kristin stand in direct contrast to 
the misogynistic and sadistic tendencies of her white ex-husband. Just as Kristin is initially 
resistant to the changes to her home, as described in the passage above, she is resistant to Don 
breaking through the emotional defences she puts around her personal life at first. His 
unexpected discovery of her deviant sexual ritual leaves her utterly vulnerable at first. 
Nevertheless, Kristin comes to enjoy the improvements that Don makes to her house - the 
novel refers to them as "playing house", as they have a braai next to the pool (Mda, 
2009:222) - just as she eventually flourishes as her relationship with Don becomes more 
intimate. 
 
4.5. Conclusion 
Ultimately, what I have demonstrated in this comparison of urban and township space in 
these novels is a type of continuity, whereby Mda reveals the similarities of the challenges in 
both rural and urban life in the post-apartheid context, even over the course of more than a 
decade. The topographical layout of Ways of Dying, for example, includes a traditional town 
versus country opposition with its cultural gap, but Mda "undermines this simplifying 
perception by reconnecting the rural theme to the urban one to show that there had always 
been a cultural continuity between the village and the city through the voice of the narrator at 
the beginning of the novel: 'It is not different really, here in the city. Just like back in the 
village, we live our lives together as one (8)'" (Samin, 2000a:191). 
I have also demonstrated, for example, the way in which Mda uses irony to unravel 
stereotypes while revealing the characters' (and perhaps subsequently the reader's?) 
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preconceptions about where, and with whom, purpose and belonging in post-apartheid 
society will be found. Many of these are determined by the societal norms that were 
established during apartheid past, and which have continued to play themselves out in various 
ways in the post-apartheid era. Mda's portrayal of the urban areas that allowed regulated 
access to black South Africans in Ways of Dying is a harsh, self-centred image that ultimately 
leaves Toloki jaded with both the rural village of his upbringing and the city that promised 
love and fortune. Moreover, while Toloki vowed never to associate with anyone from his 
painful rural past, it is in his relationship with "homegirl", Noria, that he eventually finds 
satisfaction. Likewise, in Black Diamond, Don pursues the Black Diamond lifestyle with 
Tumi in the upmarket suburbs of Johannesburg, because he believes it is what is expected of 
him. Eventually, however, he comes to establish his own identity, because of his relationship 
with a white woman, who previously (and even now, for some) would have represented the 
enemy. These points highlight for us, once again, the new forms of literature emerging in 
post-apartheid South Africa, as well as Mda's role in it as a novelist. It also prefaces the 
inextricably hybridised nature of culture and discourse at work in post-apartheid South 
African literature; the very same produced by Mda. 
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Conclusion: Mda, Storytelling and Social Commentary  
 
This dissertation has addressed the interconnection of storytelling and social commentary, 
specifically in the post-apartheid novels of Zakes Mda. I have attended to this question by 
examining the similarities in content and form across Mda's novels, in particular his earliest 
and most recent fictional portrayals of post-apartheid South Africa, Ways of Dying (1995) and 
Black Diamond (2009). In doing so, I argued for the ongoing role of Mda's fiction in 
presenting incisive social commentary in the post-apartheid literary context. Like Ways of 
Dying, Black Diamond focuses on the lives of ordinary individuals, and both novels portray 
stories of postmodern subjects with hybridised cultures, grappling with issues of identity in 
the post-apartheid context. Using a postcolonial theoretical framework, I have examined 
Mda's construction of characters, as he highlights the dynamic and influential relationship 
between the past and the present. I have also revealed his emphasis on the need for human 
connection, which I explored in relation to the African social humanist philosophy of ubuntu, 
along with examining how Mda draws on both Western and Eastern religion and spirituality. 
Finally, I have examined Mda's very deliberate portrayals of urban and township settings, as 
well as the way in which his characters interact with and are shaped by the locations in which 
they find themselves. 
It is my hope that the arguments regarding social commentary that I have brought to light in 
this dissertation might be viewed as a potential step towards decolonising the ways in which 
we think about genre and form within the South African literary context. My selection of 
Black Diamond as one of two novels for examination in this dissertation is rooted in a desire 
to highlight the fact that constructing binary oppositions of "popular" and "serious" literature 
may result in our reading fiction through very prescriptive lenses. In this vein, Goyal's review 
of Fincham’s Dance of Life (2011), a study of Mda's novels published between 1995 and 
2011, urged Fincham to address Mda’s "popular" satire of the middle class in Black Diamond 
more extensively, “not just as a departure from his focus on the underclass, but as a new 
exploration of the politics of class and consumption in contemporary South Africa” 
(2014:169). Subsequently, during the course of this study, I have made clear that Black 
Diamond does, in fact, engage with serious social issues, despite its relative technical 
simplicity. Furthermore, I have pointed out how problematic it is to suggest that social issues 
pertaining to black subjects who are not essentialised as impoverished and disempowered 
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cannot be a serious social issue. This is to simply re-essentialise blackness, and re-
marginalise black subjects in South Africa. Mda's literature has moved beyond the singular 
portrayal of black life in South Africa as downtrodden victims of oppression, although his 
novels certainly communicate the ongoing prevalence thereof.  
This dissertation has highlighted the ongoing didactic slant of Mda's post-apartheid novels, 
which, like his earlier political plays, address themselves "directly to the oppressed, with the 
view of mobilising the oppressed to fight against oppression" and agitate for "action on the 
part of the oppressed to change their own situation" (Mda, 2001). Although this dissertation 
has focused on Ways of Dying and Black Diamond, his other novels set in post-apartheid 
South Africa, such as The Heart of Redness (2000) and The Whale Caller (2005), provide 
similar social commentary. The character of Camagu in The Heart of Redness, for example, 
bears many similarities to the middle-class Don Mateza, with the difference being that 
Camagu finds his place to belong by journeying from the city to the rural Eastern Cape. 
Through the eyes of Camagu, Mda critiques neo-colonialism, while advocating once more for 
a type of hybridised culture that harnesses the strengths of both traditional African and 
modern Western culture (although once again the stark binaries of such categories are 
revealed to be problematic). Additionally, it is through Camagu's interaction with two 
markedly different women, Xoliswa (who very much resembles Tumi's character in Black 
Diamond) and Qukezwa, that he comes to understand his - and others' - need to embrace 
cultural hybridity. Similarly, the unnamed Whale Caller, of the novel with the same name, 
reminds the reader a lot of Toloki, from Ways of Dying, with his other-worldly eccentricities 
and rituals, voluntarily shut off from humanity until his interactions with the female character 
of Saluni draw him back to human connection. 
Even Mda's novels published after Black Diamond perpetuate his didactic approach, despite 
their movement away from the post-apartheid context. For example, both his historical 
African novels, The Sculptors of Mapungubwe (2013) set in precolonial Africa, and Little 
Suns (2015), based on the true story of the Amampondomise people and their king, 
Mhlonhlo, who killed a British magistrate called Hamilton Hope, see a return to the 
participatory, oratory style associated with Mda's earlier post-apartheid novels. Mda himself 
says: “When you read my historical novels, take The Sculptors of Mapungubwe for example, 
you’re actually reading about the present…The issues that we grapple with are the same 
issues that they are grappling with today” (cited in Sosibo, 2016). Thus, the dynamic 
relationship of the past with the present remains a priority in Mda's literature, and he 
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highlights the way in which his treatment of the past in fiction is intended to offer 
commentary on the present state of our nation.  
Literary critics continue to point out Mda's role as a social commentator who uses fiction as 
tool; that is, the fact that "sociopolitical cycles are the grist of his writing mill and always 
have been" (Blignaut, 2013). Kwanele Sosibo affirms this with reference to Mda's most 
recent novel, Little Suns, saying:  
Besides fictionalising actual events, and thereby forcing us to re-examine them, there are other 
allegorical parallels to modern-day South Africa in Little Suns…One gets the distinct sense from 
reading Little Suns that, rather than launch diatribes about the state of South African literature, Mda is 
at a point where he’d rather let his art continue to do the talking… Mda believes that if writers are 
influential enough they influence society, suggesting he finds comfort in the dialectical order of things. 
By extension, he holds similar views on how writers can circumvent the prevailing infrastructure…In 
so doing, he forces us to confront our current complicity in these systems and just what it might take to 
undo it. (2016) 
Mda's literature, with its commentary on the struggles of post-apartheid society and its 
suggested solutions, may have the potential to evoke real societal change. Indeed, Charl 
Blignaut goes as far as to say: "If our leaders read his books, they might understand the tragic 
ironies of our current situation" (2013). Ultimately, however, the validity of these solutions 
has not been assessed within the scope of this project, which has sought simply to establish 
and explore the consistent presence of pertinent social commentary in Mda's fiction.  
In future, scholars might do well to explore ideas concerning the "positioning" of Mda, or 
other such authors, as social commentators in the post-apartheid context. By this I am 
referring to where Mda situates himself as an artist and social commentator, and where others 
situate him. Mda appears to situate himself both outside and inside the communities for 
whom he speaks. This is demonstrated by the fact that he uses a style of writing that 
frequently incorporates non-standard English, and requires international readers to learn to 
interpret the South African context. In fact, Ngwenya's one criticism of Black Diamond is 
that understanding the new emerging South Africa presupposes some familiarity with the pre-
1994 racialized South African way of life (2009:10). Like his protagonists, Mda occupies an 
"interstitial" space (Fincham, 2011:4); speaking with the educated authority that comes with 
his position as Professor of Creative Writing at Ohio University, while also rooting himself in 
the milieu of his fellow South Africans. I believe that Mda's diverse background as an author 
simply functions to highlight another form of cultural hybridity, reflected not only in the way 
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in which Mda constructs his literature, but even in his diverse readership. Interestingly, in a 
2014 interview with Margie Orford, Mda, along with his contemporary, Deon Meyer, insists 
that they "do not claim to speak for South Africa at all, knowing full well how contested that 
right is". Ultimately, they imply that it is "ridiculous to assume any South African who writes 
may speak for the country" (Alberts, 2014). However, in her account of this interview, 
Babette Alberts highlights the irony of the "immediacy with which the discussion turned to 
South Africa, [which] seems to imply that one cannot escape the interconnectedness of 
authorship and nation” (2014).  
Mda is an author living abroad, returning annually as what he calls "a migrant labourer", 
which is, to my mind, an incredibly problematic term for him to invoke. Perhaps he uses the 
term merely to establish a sense of place, to identify himself primarily as a South African, 
and as an indication that the United States is not really his home. Nevertheless, the term, 
"migrant labourer", is replete with political connotations of old. And while Mda may argue 
that his living and working abroad is also politically weighted, his middle-class status leaves 
him vulnerable to the accusation that he is condescending to those who were once oppressed 
and displaced by the brutality of the urban areas laws of apartheid. Furthermore, as an author 
who was educated abroad, Mda has at times come under fire because of his critique of South 
African society. I outlined in my introduction to Black Diamond, for example, that some 
critics believe that social critique such as that present in Mda's novels functions only to 
"rubbish the achievements of freedom and democracy" (Memela, 2011), and Mda has hit 
back against being condemned as a "black man in South Africa" for criticising a "black 
government" (Van Eeden, 2009). It might be worth defining concepts such as what it means 
to be a "black man in South African" and - more specifically in Mda's case, as an author 
abroad - what it means to be a "black man in South Africa". The debates arising from these 
questions may speak to the validity and/or bias of the claims and critiques that Mda makes 
about post-apartheid society. 
Future attention may also be given to Mda's treatment of female protagonists in Ways of 
Dying and Black Diamond, but particularly the latter, since it has received minimal critical 
attention. Two of the postgraduate scholars I mentioned in my introduction, Kriz (2014) and 
Qokela (2014), have included Black Diamond in their study of female characterisation, but 
there is scope for more examination. Although Qokela believes that the problems of women 
in the greater South African context are "explored with great force in Black Diamond" 
(2014:6), journalist, Gwen Ansell, is, conversely, critical that the novel merely contains a 
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"classic literary perspective. Don lives autonomously; Kristin is revealed and resolved 
through her interactions with others" (2010:4). Mda's treatment of gender is thus certainly 
deserving of attention in future study. After all, Black Diamond opens with the reader's 
introduction to Kristin's character, who was also intended to be the main character of a film 
entitled, The Magistrate, which was never produced.  
I began this study by raising the question of whether the social relevance of South African 
literature has become outdated in the post-apartheid era, simply because its "usefulness" in 
social commentary has been rendered less obvious. Yet, I have argued that the role of 
literature in commenting on the state of South African society has certainly not been made 
redundant in the wake of apartheid. Instead, at the very least in the case of Mda's novels, 
fiction continues to generate (often controversial) debate around pertinent social issues.  
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